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Summary

This thesis undertakes a detailed study o f  the reception of Dion Boucicault’s Irish 

plays in the New York-London-Dublin theatre triangle which the playwright 

inhabited. The plays are The Colleen Bawn (1860); Arrah-na-Pogue (1864); The 

Rapparee (1870); Daddy O ’D o w d (1873); The Shanghraim  (1874); The O ’Dowd  

(1880); and Robert Emmet (1884). Detailed archival investigation is the main method 

o f  research undertaken, and an in-depth analysis o f  the history of all o f  the plays’ 

production is carried out in order to build up as complete a picture as possible o f  the 

subtleties o f  contemporary reception. According to the principles of modern theatre 

history, the full range o f  theatrical elements is treated, including theatre buildings, 

social composition o f  audience, censorship, and theatre critics. Material consulted 

includes theatrical reviews, public record archives, and extensive newspaper 

commentary. Periodicals examined includes the leading daily newspapers, regional 

newspapers, ethnic weekly newspapers, satirical publications, and trade journals. The 

study o f  newspapers is not restricted to theatre reviews only but encompasses issues 

ranging from the social to the political. A study o f Boucicault’s correspondence with 

the press and other private individuals, promotional and other material written about 

his own work, and his use o f  advertising is undertaken. Overall, the thesis argues for 

a shift in focus from the politics o f  the plays, and their author, to the politics o f  the 

auditorium and the press, or what can be described as the politics o f  reception. It is 

within that complex and shifting field of stage, theatre, and public media, that 

Boucicault’s performance as playwright, actor, and publicist is interpreted.



Chapter 1 shows that The Colleen Bawn, Boucicault’s first proclaimed Irish drama, evolved 

from his earlier work for the American stage, particularly The Octoroon (1859), a 

melodrama o f slavery and miscegenation. The Colleen Bawn is additionally shown to have 

been claimed by Dubliners as a long-awaited, national drama o f Ireland. Chapter 2 examines 

the genesis o f  Arrah-na-Pogue, considering why Boucicault chose Dublin for its premiere, 

and demonstrating the significance that event carried for Dubliners. The issue o f censorship 

is investigated in full and it is shown that neither the play or Boucicault’s version o f ‘The 

Wearing o f the Green’ was ever banned. Chapter 3 considers the question o f how to account 

for The Rapparee and Daddy O ’Dowd, and their relative low levels o f success. Significant 

alternative ways o f interpreting the evidence o f the plays’ production and reception is 

presented, and it is argued that Boucicault’s personal circumstances were important factors 

in their creation. Chapter 4 demonstrates that the Fenian and nationalist subject matter of 

The Shaughraun  was not an important issue for its New York audience, and argues instead 

for interpreting the play’s reception in terms o f the politics o f class, race and nationality. 

Chapter 5 shows that Boucicault’s amnesty letter to the British Prime Minister, Benjamin 

Disraeli, written during the London run o f  The Shaughraun, had repercussions beyond that 

o f  the indignant response o f  the London press: debate was renewed in Ireland about the 

plight o f  the prisoners’ families, and at the Nation's prompting, Boucicault got directly 

involved in their cause and undertook to raise funds for them. Chapter 6 demonstrates that 

Boucicault rewrote Daddy O 'Dowd as The O 'Dowd as a direct response to the immediate 

Irish politics o f  the day, and with direct social and political intent. It is therefore argued that 

The O ’D ow d  is Boucicault’s most overtly political work. An appendix to the thesis argues 

that Robert Emmet should not actually be treated as a work by Boucicault.
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Introduction

I have written an Irish drama for the first time in my Hfe. The field of Irish 

history and romance is so rich in dramatic suggestions that I am surprised that 

the mine has never been regularly opened before. I had long thought of 

writing a play from material gathered from my native country, but this is the 

first time I ever tried it. I am encouraged to hope... that other greater men, of 

finer genius and abilities than I possess, may hereafter give you plenty of 

Irish plays.'

So declared the Dublin-born playwright Dion Boucicault (1820-1890) to his New 

York audience following the successful premiere of his first Irish play, The Colleen 

Bawn, in 1860, more than twenty years after his very first play was produced. In 

presenting The Colleen Bawn as his first Irish play, Boucicault is subtly making a 

claim for it as the first Irish play. Although absent from Ireland for over twenty 

years, his nationality and the national aspect of his source material is emphasised, 

and Boucicault hopes that The Colleen Bawn will provide the inspiration for later 

Irish playwrights. Theatre history, in many ways, has proved Boucicault right: in his 

history of Irish theatre, Christopher Morash writes of the Irish play that ‘After 

circling the globe for several decades, it finally touched down in Ireland in its fully 

fledged form on the evening of 1 April 1861, when The Colleen Bawn opened at the 

Theatre Royal in Hawkins Street, clearing the way for the Irish plays which would 

follow it later in the decade’.̂

' D ion Boucicault, N ew  York Tribune, 30 March 1860, p. 8.
 ̂Christopher M orash, A H istory o f  Irish T heatre 1 6 0 1 -2 0 0 0  (Cambridge: Cambridge U niversity  

Press, 2002), p. 92.
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In The Colleen Bawn, Boucicault had established a new form of melodrama to which 

both sensation and the representation of Ireland were central. The play’s Irish subject 

matter and its sensational water-cave scene provided an immediate and direct source 

of inspiration for Boucicault’s contemporaries, Edmund Falconer being one such 

example. Falconer, an Irishman, had enjoyed modest success on the London stage 

with domestic dramas. After he played Danny Mann in the first London production 

of The Colleen Bawn in 1860, Falconer enjoyed his greatest dramatic success, in both 

England and America, with Peep O ’Day, an Irish play that was clearly based on The 

Colleen Bawn, not least in its sensation scene. Opening in November 1861, the play 

drew direct comparison with the earlier Irish play from theatre critics who noted that 

Peep O ’Day'?, popularity would have been unsurpassed had it not been preceded by 

the Colleen Bawn.

The success of The Colleen Bawn was matched by that of Arrah-na-Pogue (1864) 

and The Shaughraun (1874), and this triptych of Irish plays forms the body of work 

for which Boucicault remains best known. Recent critical analysis has focussed on 

very particular political readings of the plays within the colonial context of Ireland: 

Elizabeth Butler Cullingford’s examination of Boucicault’s depiction of the English 

as coloniser, for example, is part of a project attempting to reverse the recent 

postcolonial study of negative stereotypes of Irishness.*^ In treating Boucicault’s Irish 

plays as a forerunner of cinema, Luke Gibbons argues for Boucicault’s imbuing of

 ̂Edmund Falconer (1814-1879) was born Edmund O ’Rourke in Dublin, and his career as actor, 
playwright, and manager mirrors that o f Boucicault to a certain extent. The American success o f  Peep  
O ’D ay  resulted in Falconer moving there. He continued to write Irish plays, including Innisfallen 
(1870), a play about the Fenians.

Elizabeth Butler Cullingford, Ireland's Others: Ethnicity and Gender in Irish Literature and Popular  
Culture (Cork: Cork University Press, 2001).
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the Irish landscape with subversive political meaning.^ Nicholas Grene, in his study 

of The Shaughraun, treats Boucicault’s portrayal of Ireland as a marketable 

phenomenon, and considers the politics of such representation.*^ John Harrington 

examines the Irish plays on the New York stage, and regards them as attacks on 

ignorance about Ireland and the Irish by the introduction of contemporary politics in 

ingratiating rather than confrontational term sJ

While a re-evaluation of Boucicault’s work has certainly taken place over the past 

two decades, the last work to deal with all three of the successful Irish plays together

o

remains David Krause’s 1964 essay, ‘The Theatre of Dion Boucicault’. More recent 

criticism has tended to deliver very specific readings of one particular play, 

sometimes in order to support a larger cultural or national analysis. Gary Richardson 

focuses mainly on The Shaughraun in making his argument that the play was written 

to allay Anglo-American fears that the Irish were incapable of embracing democratic 

principles and ruling democratic institutions at a time when Irish-American political 

power in New York City was dominant.^ Similarly Scott Boltwood analyses only The 

Colleen Bawn when arguing that Boucicault's intent was to depict an Ireland divided 

between two races, the Irish Celts and the English S ax o n s .C u llin g fo rd , Grene, and 

Harrington all use their interpretation of Boucicault’s Irish plays as the opening 

chapter in books which subsequently move on to consider later Irish dramatists and

 ̂Luke Gibbons, ‘Romanticism, Realism and Irish Cinema’, in Kevin Rockett, Luke Gibbons, and 
John Hill, Cinema and Ireland  (London: Routledge, 1988).
® Nicholas Grene, The Politics o f  Irish Drama: Plays in Context from  Boucicault to Friel (Cambridge; 
Cambridge University Press, 1999).
 ̂John P. Harrington, The Irish Play on the New York Stage 1874-1966  (Lexington, KY: University 

Press o f Kentucky, 1997).
* David Krause, ‘The Theatre o f Dion Boucicault’, in The Dolmen Boucicault (Dublin: Dolmen Press, 
1964).
’ Gary A. Richardson, ‘The Greening of America: The Cultural Business o f Dion Boucicault's The 
Shaughraun’, American-Drama  (Spring 1994).

Scott Boltwood, “‘The Ineffaceable Curse of Cain”: Race, M iscegenation, and the Victorian Staging 
o f Irishness’, Victorian Literature and Culture 29:2 (2001).
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culture. Additionally, Boucicault’s Irish plays have been often treated as having 

being written for a specific audience: thus Harrington considers the Irish plays on the 

New York stage, while Richard Cave treats them as written specifically for an 

English audience." In the absence of a detailed study of reception in those cities, 

such commentary seems to rely mainly on the popularity and success of the plays in 

these varying locations. It is generally accepted that the Irish plays demonstrate a 

trajectory of increasing nationalism culminating in The Shaughraun, but this claim is 

based mainly on textual analysis of the play with some reference to biographical 

details of the playwright. Overall, the body of existing Boucicault criticism with 

regard to all of his Irish work is problematic in that it generally brings a very specific 

reading to one, sometimes more, of the Irish plays, and often as part of a larger 

cultural project. Specific comment on reception of the plays, where present, is 

generally limited to one city only.

According to Gary Richardson, Irish plays such as The Shaughraun were ‘designed 

to touch multiple audiences in a new diasporic world, [and] often spoke in very 

different voices and to very different ends to the audiences of Dublin, London, and

1 -y
New York C ity.’ Confirming this view, Morash points to both the national and 

international significance of Boucicault’s p l a y s . G i v e n  such significance, the single 

most neglected area of Boucicault research has actually been the reception of his 

work in those three cities where his Irish plays premiered. Theatre analysis in the 

past has favoured the study of the text and performance over that of reception, but 

the development of theatre history as an academic discipline has resulted in a move

" Richard A llen C ave, ‘Staging the Irishman’, in J. S. Bratton e t a l.. A cts o f  Suprem acy: The British  
E m pire an d  the Stage, 1 7 9 0 -1930  (M anchester and N ew  York: M anchester U niversity Press, 1991).

Richardson, ‘The Greening o f  A m erica’, 25.
Morash, A H istory o f  Irish Theatre.
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away from textual analysis alone. Attention is now paid to ‘those elements of the 

event structure aside from text and performance or of the larger social milieu, which 

may be as important to the formation of the reading of the experience as anything 

actually presented on the stage.’'"* Despite these developments, the majority of 

Boucicault research has remained rooted in textual analysis, and has not fully utilised 

reception studies as a important methodology for interpreting cultural history.

This thesis will address some of the many lacunae in Boucicault research by 

undertaking a detailed examination of the reception of all of his Irish plays in the 

New York-London-Dublin theatre triangle which Boucicault inhabited. Interpreting 

theatre history as ‘a sociocultural phenomenon’ that closely approximates social 

history, the thesis will examine the different social and political worlds in which the 

plays were produced.'^ It will show that the complex politics of reception of the 

plays, spanning the twenty year period from the start of the 1860s right through to 

the early 1880s, cannot be separated from the social and political implications of 

colonialism at that time. The analysis of the London reception is particularly 

revealing in that it clearly demonstrates that Ireland existed as a dramatic invention 

to meet English requirements."^

Boucicault criticism has become strongly politicised in recent years, and has mainly

1 nfavoured a nationalist reading of the plays. The approach taken in this thesis will 

provide a more broadly informed basis for assessing such political interpretations. In

Marvin Carlson, ‘Theatre Audiences and the Reading o f Performance’, in Thomas Postlewait and 
Bruce A. M cConachie (eds). Interpreting the Theatrical Past (Iowa City, lA: University o f Iowa 
Press, 1989), p. 90.

R. W. Vince, ‘Theatre History as an Academic D iscipline’, in Postlewait and McConachie (eds). 
Interpreting the Theatrical Past, p. 14.

As has been well argued by Declan Kiberd in Inventing Ireland (London: Jonathan Cape, 1995).
A revival o f interest in Boucicault and The Shaughraun in 1966 may have been linked to the 

expression o f  nationalist sentiment during the fiftieth anniversary o f the 1916 Rising.
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light o f the nationalist subject m atter o f the plays, the main question posed is how 

such nationalist content was received by contem porary audiences in D ublin, London, 

and New York, and how, if at all, d id  the politics im pact on critical reception. This 

raises the further issue o f w hether a play can be considered political if it is not 

received by audiences as such. W hile the politics o f the plays are central to this 

thesis, its main focus is on how those politics were received in the auditorium  and in 

the periodical press.

Detailed archival investigation is the m ain m ethod o f research undertaken for this 

study o f B oucicault’s Irish m elodram as. An in-depth analysis o f the history o f all of 

the p lays’ production is carried out in order to build up as com plete a picture as 

possible o f the subtleties o f contem porary  reception. According to the principles of 

m odem  theatre history, the full range o f theatrical elem ents will be treated, including 

theatre buildings, social com position o f audience, censorship, and theatre critics. 

M aterial consulted includes theatrical review s, public record archives, and extensive 

new spaper com m entary. The range o f periodicals exam ined includes the leading 

daily new spapers, regional new spapers, ethnic w eekly new spapers, satirical 

publications, and trade journals. The study o f new spapers is not restricted to theatre 

reviews only but takes in social and political issues as well. A study o f B oucicault’s 

off-stage writing is also undertaken: his correspondence with the press and others; 

prom otional and other m aterial about his own work; and his use o f advertising.

In com piling a list o f B oucicault’s Irish plays, R obert Hogan loosely classifies them  

as ‘m ajor Irish p lays’ and ‘m inor Irish p lays’, his definition of an Irish play being



18one ‘peopled mainly by Irish characters and set in Ireland’. The Colleen Bawn,

Arrah-na-Pogue and The Shaughraun form the major Irish plays, while the minor 

category consists of six works: Andy Blake (1854); The Rapparee (1870); Daddy 

O ’Dowd (1873); The Amadan  (1883); Robert Emmet (1884); and The Spae Wife 

(1888). Hogan also categorises ‘plays with an Irish character’ that are non-Irish plays 

in which an Irish character features prominently: The Knight o f  Arva  (1848); Night 

and Morning (1871); The Jilt (1885). This thesis focuses on six of the ‘major’ and 

‘minor’ plays on the basis that their Irishness was intrinsic to their reception. This 

was not the case with the other plays such as Andy Blake which while set in Dublin 

had no particular Irish aspect to it.'^ They are The Colleen Bawn\ Arrah-na-Pogue\

The Rapparee', Daddy O ’Dowd  (and its rewritten version, The O ’Dowd)-, The 

Shaughraun', and Robert Emmet, with reference also being made to Night and 

Morning. Because it is argued that Robert Emmet is not substantially a play by 

Boucicault, its reception is not considered in detail and the issue of its authorship is 

tackled in an Appendix. The reception in the cities in which the plays were first 

premiered, and in which other significant productions took place, will also be 

covered.

The opening chapter considers The Colleen Bawn which, as Boucicault’s first proclaimed 

Irish drama, has traditionally been treated as the starting point of his finest period of work. 

Krause regards 1860, the year the play was written, as an ‘important transitional period’ for 

Boucicault when ‘he turned to the life and history of his native country as his source of 

inspiration’. The Colleen Bawn is considered here in light of Boucicault’s earlier work, 

including The Octoroon (1859), and Scott Boltwood’s assertion that ‘the creative genesis of

Robert Hogan, D ion B oucicault (N ew  York; T w ayne, 1969), pp. 7 9 -9 6 .
B oucicault certainly regarded The C olleen  Bawn, and not A ndy B lake, as his first Irish play.
Krause, T h e  Theatre o f  D ion B oucicau lt’, p. 26.
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this Irish romance is in a melodrama of slavery and miscegenation’ is examined.^' The New 

York reception of both plays is analysed in terms of race and class, and although written aifl 

first performed in that city, The Colleen Bawn is shown to have been claimed by Dubliners 

as a long-awaited, national drama of Ireland.

Three years after the 1861 Dublin production of The Colleen Bawn, it was hoped that 

the premiere of Arrah-na-Pogue, Boucicault’s only play to open in Dublin, would 

establish Ireland’s capital as the home and source of a national drama. Despite 

enormous success in Dublin, Boucicault revised the play before opening it in London 

the following March. Although set in 1798, Arrah-na-Pogue is a play that was 

politically in tune with its own time. The 1865 London production and an 1867 

revival were both played against an unfolding backdrop of violent Fenian activity 

and the threat of insurrection in Ireland; indeed, it has become a part of Boucicault 

myth that the song ‘The Wearing of the Green’ was banned from performances of the 

play following the Fenian bombing of London’s Clerkenwell prison in December 

1867. Chapter 2 examines the genesis of the play, considering why Boucicault chose 

Dublin for its premiere, and what significance that event carried for Dubliners. The 

reception of this production and an 1868 revival is examined, and attention is paid to 

the significance of the changing political landscape. Similarly, the 1865 and 1867 

London productions of Arrah-na-Pogue will be considered, particularly in light of an 

apparent lack of censorship of the play text. Different versions of the text will be 

compared with regard to the question of censorship, and the supposed banning of 

‘The Wearing of the Green’ will be investigated in full.

Boltwood, T h e Ineffaceable Curse o f Cain’, 384.

10



O f the thirty-two plays that Boucicault wrote in the ten-year period between Arrah- 

na-Pogue and The Shaughraun, only two were Irish: The Rapparee and Daddy 

O ’Dowd. The London premiere of The Rapparee in September 1870 was followed 

by a New York opening (not produced by Boucicault) two months later. Boucicault 

subsequently returned to live in New York in 1872, and Daddy O ’Dowd, his first 

new play for the New York stage in twelve years, opened in March 1873. Richard 

Fawkes claims that The Rapparee failed to run in London, asserting that the novelty 

of sensation drama was beginning to wear thin by 1870.^^ However, the play actually 

ran at the Princess’s for six weeks, and it is clear from the reviews that the sensation 

scene was a main attraction. George Odell equally dismisses The Rapparee as a 

complete failure in New York, and notes that Daddy O ’Dowd, despite the marvellous 

title role which was played by Boucicault, never took a place in popular fancy beside 

The Colleen Bawn ox Arrah-na-Pogue. In considering the critical reception in 

London and New York o f The Rapparee and Daddy O ’Dowd, Chapter 3 considers 

the question of how to account for these two Irish plays, and their relative low level 

of success. Significant alternative ways of interpreting the evidence of the plays’ 

production and reception will be presented. It will be argued that Boucicault’s 

personal circumstances, such as his retirement and subsequent return to the stage, the 

state of his marriage, and the decline of his career as playwright, were all important 

factors in their creation. An examination of the theatrical conditions of the time and 

details of the plays’ productions will throw light on their reception.

W hat many consider to be Boucicault’s finest Irish play, The Shaughraun, premiered 

in New York in September 1874, the playwright himself assuming the title role. It

Richard Fawkes, Dion Boucicault, A Biography (London: Quartet Books, 1979), p. 179.
George C. D. Odell, Annals o f  the New York Stage, Volume IX (1870-1875) (New York: Columbia 

University Press, 1937).
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was an outstanding popular and commercial success, proving to be the longest 

running show at W allack’s theatre that decade. The Shaughraun has also come to be 

regarded as Boucicault’s most political work: set in the immediate aftermath of the 

Fenian atrocities in England in 1867, the events at Manchester and Clerkenwell are 

referred to as recent happenings, and the action commences with the return home to 

Ireland from Australia of an escaped Fenian prisoner. Such nationalist content may 

suggest itself as an important factor in its American success, particularly among the 

Irish-American community. Chapter 4 examines the reception of The Shaughraun by 

its New York audience and in doing so considers that audience as three distinct 

groups: the Anglo-American audience who appreciated the play as a form of escape 

from the reality of the Irish immigrant community; the Irish and Irish-American 

audience who welcomed it as an important contribution to Irish-American life; and 

another Irish and Irish-American community who rejected both Boucicault and his 

play as an utter insult to their understanding of the Irish race. The chapter questions 

whether the Fenian and nationalist subject matter of the play was an important issue 

for any of the audience groups. If the manner in which The Shaughraun was received 

cannot be considered political in Irish nationalist terms, it is argued that it can be 

regarded in terms of the politics of class, race and nationality.

Boucicault’s letter of appeal to the British Prime Minister, Benjamin Disraeli, written 

on behalf of the Fenian prisoners during the London run of The Shaughraun in 1876, 

has been regarded as both a politically and commercially motivated act. The very act 

of writing a letter on the subject of the Fenians to the British Prime M inister was in 

itself an act of revolt, and this has perhaps resulted in wide familiarity with the fact 

that the letter was written but in less knowledge about its precise nature and content.

12



When examining the London reception of The Shaughraun, Chapter 5 focuses on 

whether the political aspects of the play provoked a response. It also carries out a 

detailed analysis of the reception granted to the letter, highlighting Boucicault’s 

treatment at the hands of the British press. By writing to Disraeli, Boucicault 

certainly attempted to create the means for him self to extend his dramatic power and 

influence well beyond the confines of the stage, but the question remains as to why 

he did so. It is demonstrated that Boucicault’s letter had repercussions beyond that of 

the indignant response of the London press: debate was renewed in Ireland about the 

plight of the prisoners’ families and, at the N ation’s prompting, Boucicault became 

directly involved in their cause and undertook to raise funds for them.

Boucicault went back to New York in July 1876, and did not return to London until 

1880 by which time the Irish political scene looked very different to the one he had 

left four years earlier when the remnants of Fenianism had still been on the political 

agenda. The April 1880 elections had seen sixty-one Home Rule MPs returned to 

W estminster, and G ladstone’s Liberals replace D israeli’s Conservatives in power. 

W hile back in London, Boucicault rewrote his 1873 play, Daddy O ’Dowd, as The 

O ’Dowd. Chapter 6 demonstrates that this work was clearly undertaken as a direct 

response to the immediate Irish politics of the day. The differences between the 

earlier and later versions of the play are examined, illustrating how the rewriting was 

undertaken with direct social and political intent. It addresses the absence of criticism 

to date on The O ’D owd  that points to a lack of knowledge about the play and its 

reception. In doing so, it is argued that this revised Irish play is Boucicault’s most 

overtly political work, and that the accepted trajectory of Boucicault’s nationalism 

now needs reconsideration.
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Robert Emmet, considered to be Boucicault’s last significant Irish play, premiered in 

November 1884 in Chicago where it was announced as ‘an entirely new play by the 

author of The Colleen Bawn, Arrah-na-Pogue, and The Shaughraun’.̂ "* However, this 

was an inaccurate claim as the play was first written by the English playwright Frank 

Marshall under commission from Henry Irving, and was rewritten by Boucicault for 

production in the United States. While critics generally acknowledge it as originally 

a work by Marshall, Robert Emmet is usually treated as exclusively Boucicault’s 

work in terms of critical analysis. The result is that the play has been positioned as a 

highpoint in the playwright’s political commitment to Irish nationalism, as a 

significant influence on later Irish political melodrama, and as an important historical 

drama in its own right on the late nineteenth-century Dublin stage. However, a study 

of the play reveals it to be first and foremost the work of Marshall and not 

Boucicault.

It was not until ninety years after the first success of The Shaughraun that the three 

successful Irish plays became readily available when they were published together in 

1964 in The Dolmen Boucicault: in fact, David Krause's introduction to the volume 

offers the first significant academic piece of Boucicault c r i t ic i s m .In  presenting an 

introduction and overall view of the playwright and his work, Krause attributes 

Boucicault's success in New York, London and Dublin purely to the melodramatic 

and theatrical aspects o f the plays, which he describes as ‘rollicking spectacle’. 

Concurring with Krause, Sean McMahon believes that the success of the Irish plays

Chicago Daily Tribune, 2 November 1884, p. 15. 
Krause, ‘The Theatre o f Dion Boucicault’.

“  Ibid., p. 32.
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27was due to exciting plots, sensation scenes and, most of all, to the rogue characters. 

More than a decade after M cMahon, James Nelson offered a survey of the 

antecedents to such characters in Irish plays, and concludes that Boucicault was only 

concerned with providing entertainment and achieving success, also holding that he 

was not a social critic: ‘One can regret, nevertheless, that, with all his skill, he did

not make stronger points and criticize the many abuses created by “outsiders” in

28Ireland and by the economic ills they perpetuated.’

Peter Brooks’ reassessment of melodrama. The M elodramatic Imagination, 

published in 1976 and Richard Fawkes's biography of Boucicault, published in 1979,

29undoubtedly gave rise to an increased interest in Boucicault’s Irish melodramas. An 

article by Stephen Watt, published in the autumn 1983 issue of Eire/Ireland, marks a 

significant advance in Boucicault studies as the first to introduce a serious colonial 

discourse to interpretations of the playwright’s work.^*  ̂W hile acknowledging that 

Boucicault aimed to entertain his audiences, Watt asserts that the plays and their 

characters actually reflect the playwright’s awareness of Irish history and 

contemporary political tensions. He argues that Boucicault’s plays ultimately 

conclude with what he terms ‘an optimistic, inherently conservative myth of 

reconciliation’, the myth being that Ireland can be unified socially, politically and 

religiously.^’

Sean M cM ahon, ‘T he W earing o f  the Green: The Irish Plays o f  D ion  B ou cicau lt’, E ire/Ireland  2  
(Sum m er 1967).

James M . N elson , ‘From Rory and Paddy to Boucicault's M yles, Shaun and Conn: The Irishman on  
the London Stage, 1 8 3 0 -1 8 6 0 ’, E ire/Ireland  133 (Autumn 1978), 104.

Peter B rooks, The M elodram atic  Im agination  (N ew  Haven, CT and London: Y ale U niversity Press, 
1976). Tow nsend W alsh’s biography. The C areer o f  Dion B oucicau lt (N ew  York: The Dunlap 
Society , 1915), was the only previous biography.

Stephen Watt, ‘B oucicault and Whitbread; The Dublin Stage at the End o f  the N ineteenth C entury’, 
E ire/Ireland  18 (Autumn 1983). This article subsequently form ed the basis o f  a chapter in Watt's book  
Joyce, O 'C asey an d  the Irish P opu lar T heater  (Syracuse, NY: Syracuse U niversity Press, 1991).

Watt, ‘Boucicault and W hitbread’, 63.
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This thesis m akes a contribution to Boucicault studies by analysing the results of its 

archival research with due regard to m odem  Boucicault criticism  from W att to the 

present day, with reference to earlier critics where appropriate. As a detailed work of 

theatre history, it offers a new way o f view ing all o f B oucicault’s Irish m elodram as 

in light o f their social, cultural, and political com plexity.
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Chapter 1

Nationalism, race and class in The Colleen Bawn 

Introduction

When the curtain came down on the first performance of The Colleen Bawn in New 

York’s Laura K eene’s theatre on 29 March 1860, the playwright addressed his 

appreciative audience. It was on this occasion that Boucicault made his claim for The 

Colleen Bawn as the first Irish play. Even though living in New York, Boucicault 

certainly did gather all of his ‘material’ for The Colleen Bawn directly from Ireland. 

Inspiration for the plot came from Gerald Griffin’s novel The Collegians that was 

itself based on a true Irish story. The sets were exact replicas of Killamey 

landscapes, and the musical score consisted of traditional Irish melodies. While 

Boucicault’s Irish peasants did not actually converse in the Irish language, their Irish 

brogue was emphasised as an indicator of national and cultural identity. In writing 

what he considered to be the first Irish drama, Boucicault had in fact created an 

image of Irish national identity that was suitable for worldwide consumption. The 

Colleen Bawn was so successful as a commercial commodification of Ireland that, as 

Christopher Morash suggests, it actually represented the start of the 

internationalisation of Irish dram a.’

The New York Times agreed that the history and romance of Ireland was ‘untrodden 

by the modem dram atist’, and supported Boucicault’s claim for The Colleen Bawn 

by declaring that the playwright ‘has opened new ground, and so successfully that a

’ See Christopher Morash, A H istory o f  Irish Theatre 1601-2000  (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 2002), pp. 92-93 .
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rich harvest may fairly be anticipated from his initial effort’.̂  In this manner a 

question was raised about the nature of Irish drama that had preceded it on the 

American stage. According to the New York Times, such drama was only posing as 

Irish: it was, in fact, not the genuine article as it did not reflect any aspect of what 

was considered to be real life;

A certain class of piece, remarkable for its stupidity, passes muster, to be 

sure, as the Irish drama, and exhibits rather too liberally the virtues of an 

agrarian peasantry, the depravity of cultivated classes, and the supreme 

reformations that are effected on the latter by the free use of the shillelah.^

Following its New York success, Boucicault took The Colleen Bawn to London 

where it opened at the Adelphi theatre in September 1860 to become the biggest hit 

seen for decades. During a break in the London run, Boucicault brought the play to 

Dublin where it opened at the Theatre Royal on I April 1861, an event of great 

significance in the development of an Irish drama, according to Morash;

After circling the globe for several decades, the Irish play finally touched 

down in Ireland in its fully fledged form .... When Boucicault stepped out on 

the stage of the Theatre Royal in his oversized coat and battered hat as 

M yles-na-Coppaleen, it was more than just the actor who was coming home."*

This chapter will seek to establish whether the first Dublin production of The Colleen 

Bawn can in fact be regarded as the homecoming of a national drama, and whether or

 ̂New York Times, 31 March 1860, p. 8.
 ̂Ibid.
Morash, A History o f  Irish Theatre, p. 92.
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not the play represents the first Irish national drama on the international stage. It will 

do so by a detailed consideration of the reception in New York, London, and Dublin; 

central to this will be an analysis of audience response to Boucicault’s interpretation 

of an Irish national image. The play is also seen as an important turning point in 

Boucicault’s career, and as the start of his finest period of work: David Krause 

considers I860 to be an ‘important transitional period’ for the playwright when ‘he 

turned to the life and history of his native country as his source of inspiration’.̂  Yet, 

Scott Boltwood argues that the genesis of The Colleen Bawn lies in an earlier 

Boucicault play, The Octoroon, a melodrama of slavery and miscegenation. The 

play’s origins in light of the claims made by both Krause and Boltwood will be 

examined, with due reference to other relevant Boucicault works of the period.

Sensationalising the contemporary

Following Boucicault’s arrival in New York from London in 1853, his dramatic

efforts were mainly concentrated on vehicles to promote the acting talents of his

wife, Agnes Robertson, who proved to be phenomenally successful. Agnes’s claim

later in life that ‘Except Jenny Lind, no woman was ever received in America as I

was’, can certainly be held to be true.*  ̂Boucicault himself returned to the stage as an

actor in 1854, and the couple spent the next two years touring extensively, finally

settling in New Orleans following the birth of their first child. Boucicault’s attempt

at theatre management there failed and late 1857 saw him back in New York

practically penniless and in desperate need of a substantial dramatic success.

According to Richard Fawkes, he hit on an idea for a new play while in conversation

with the editor of the Daily Times, Charles Seymour, and two other journalists. They

 ̂David Krause (ed.), ‘The Theatre o f Dion Boucicault’, in The Dolmen Boucicault (Dublin: Dolmen 
Press, 1964), p. 26.
* Cited in Richard Fawkes, Dion Boucicault, A Biography (London: Quartet Books, 1979), p. 84.
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suggested he write something based on the financial panic that had recently hit New 

York, and Boucicault knew a French play upon which he might base such a story, 

Les Pauvres de Paris by Eugene Nus and Edouard Brisebarre.^ The Poor o f  New  

York, opened at W allack’s Theatre on 8 December 1857, and proved to be the New 

York hit that Boucicault so badly needed.

The opening act is set during the commercial panic of 1837 which had followed a 

period of unparalleled speculation, the financial consequences of which were felt 

until 1843. The following four acts take place during the recently experienced 1857 

financial crash, which had been sparked off by the failure of the Ohio Life Insurance

Q

Company. The issue of social class is at the core of the play as the poor of the title 

are not newly arrived immigrants but the financially-reduced middle classes who are 

shamefully forced to hide their poverty in order to maintain their social 

respectability. The play contains all the requisite ingredients of melodrama, including 

the obligatory happy resolution, but it was the sensation scene towards the end of the 

drama that caught the public imagination. The repentant villain, Badger, is seen 

frantically trying to save an important document while the burning walls of a house 

collapse all around him. A real fire engine roars onto stage and extinguishes the fire, 

while a badly burnt Badger emerges triumphantly with the document that will 

convict the guilty.

In drawing on contemporary events, Boucicault had, according to John McCormick, 

given his audiences exactly what they wanted, ‘Topicality and realism were two of

’ Ibid., p. 94.
* Thomas H. Johnson, The Oxford Companion to American History (New York: Oxford University 
Press, 1966), p. 612.
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the essential elem ents.’  ̂Audiences felt they were watching a ‘real’ American play 

due to Boucicault’s use of local place names such as Union Square, Fifth Avenue, 

and Brooklyn Heights. It was one of the first full plays to do so and, ‘For its original 

audiences it was a play of the here-and-now’.'° Despite the play’s New York locale, 

Boucicault had in fact created a generic play, and such was its broad appeal that he 

produced it in various cities in America and England, changing the title and place 

names to tailor it for local audiences.

Boucicault now looked to other contemporary events for inspiration, and the source

for his next hit, Jessie Brown, which opened at W allack’s on 22 February 1858, was

the Sepoy rebellion that had occurred in India only months before in September

1857. According to Peter Thomson, the play is based on a single press report about

the letters of an English lady who was rescued when Lucknow was relieved by the

forces under Sir Colin C am pbell." The events in India had been widely reported, and

according to McCormick ‘The Indian Mutiny was so fresh in people’s minds that the

12play had something of the value of a dramatized newspaper’.

The heroine is Jessie Brown, a young Scottish girl described by Krause as a ‘Scottish 

Joan of A rc’, who inspires and rallies the besieged garrison at Lucknow to hold out 

under extreme conditions.'^ In the dramatic final moments of the play when all hope 

seems lost, only Jessie hears the bagpipes which signal their salvation;

® John M cC orm ick, D ion B oucicault (Cambridge and Alexandria, VA: C hadw yck-H ealey, 1987), p. 
26.
'Ubid.
" Peter T hom son (ed .), ‘Introduction’, to P lays by D ion B oucicault (Cam bridge and N ew  York: 
Cam bridge U niversity Press, 1984), p. 7.

M cC orm ick, D ion B oucicault, p. 28.
Krause, ‘The Theatre o f  D ion B oucicau lt’, p. 25.

21



Jessie; {uttering a cry) Hark -  hark -  dinna ye hear it? -  dinna ye hear

it? Ay! I ’m no dream in’, it’s the slogan of the Highlanders! 

we’re saved -  w e’re saved! {Throws herself on her knees.) Oh, 

thank Him! whose mercy never fails the strong in heart, and 

those that trust in Him.

Randal: Relief! -  no it is impossible.

{Guns outside.)

Jessie: I heard it! I heard it!

Jessie: Ha! They coom! yonder is the tartan. Oh! the bonnie Highland

plaid. {She stands on gun and waves her tartan plaid.) You 

have nae forgotten us. {The pipes here change the air to 

‘Should Auld Acquaintance be fo rg o t'.) D ’ye hear -  d ’ye hear? 

‘Should Auld Acquaintance be forgot’. Noo lads, here comes 

the rebels. It will be yer last chance at them ....

{General Havelock and the Highlanders, with their pipes, 

charge up the breastwork, and crown it in every direction, 

bearing down the Sepoys with the bayonet.f"^

In his introduction to the play, Thomson notes that the instigator of the Cawnpore 

massacre, Nana Sahib, received the sort of press coverage in America and England 

‘that Hitler might expect in modem Israel’.'^ This would explain why Boucicault was 

forced to play the role him self when he was unable to find an actor willing to play it. 

Unlike The Poor o f  New York where class is an invisible trait, determined only by

Jessie Brown, in Peter Thomson (ed.). Plays by Dion Boucicault, p. 131.
Peter Thomson (ed.), ‘Introduction’, to Plays by Dion Boucicault, p. 14.
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outward signs of prosperity or lack thereof, the issue of race in Jessie Brown is 

highly visible and is central to the play. The short extract from the closing scene 

serves as an example of how Boucicault positioned the besieged white ruling class as 

the deserved victors who had God on their side. The symbols of British and Christian 

culture represent the order that will be restored once the native non-Christians have 

been suppressed.

The Octoroon: the most contemporary of all

Prior to the opening of The Octoroon on 6 Decem ber 1859 at the W inter Garden in 

New York, some confusion existed as to what exactly an octoroon was. The Albion 

professed ‘an arithmetical suspicion that it may be something like a double 

quadroon’.'*̂  The term is now defined by the Oxford English Dictionary as ‘a person 

having one-eight Negro blood, the offspring of a quadroon and a w hite’, crediting 

Boucicault with first using the word. He had drawn on M ayne Reid’s 1856 novel The 

Quadroon when writing the play, but it is, none the less, generally regarded as an 

original work.'^

As a play about slavery. The Octoroon was politically in tune with its own time, as 

the United States in the 1850s had witnessed prolonged struggles over that issue. It 

opened just four days after the execution by hanging of the abolitionist leader John 

Brown for his attack on the U.S. arsenal at H arper’s Ferry on 16 October. 

Additionally, the opening night coincided with the election, as mayor of New York, 

of Fernando W ood, a pro-Southem candidate. The Civil W ar would erupt in less than

The A lbion , 3 D ecem ber 1859, cited in Mark M ullen, ‘The W ork o f  the Public M ind’, N ineteenth  
C entury Theatre  27:2 (W inter 1999), 89.

Thom as M ayne R eid (1 8 1 8 -1 8 8 3 ). Like Boucicault, Reid was born in Ireland (County D ow n), and 
lived most o f  his adult life in the United States and England.
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sixteen months. In anticipation of the play’s opening, the pro-slavery New York 

Herald concerned itself with the impact the new drama might have on its audience:

The effect of the new play upon the public mind, just now in such an excited

state, must be irritating, and it is certainly disgraceful that the people of this

metropolis -  and they are conservative and sound in their hearts -  cannot

even go to the theatre without having the almighty nigger thrust under their

noses.... The play will carry with it the abolition aroma, and must be classed

with the sermons of Beecher and Cheever and the novels of Mrs. Stowe. It

will tend still further to excite the feeling which now threatens to destroy the

18Union of the States and ruin the republic.

In its first-night review, the New York Times, attempting no doubt to downplay any 

potential the play might have to cause debate or further unrest, put such concerns to 

rest and declared that:

Nothing in the world can be more harmless and non-committal than Mr. 

Boucicault’s play. It contains no superfluous appeals -  no demonstrations in 

favor of the “down-trodden” -  no silly preachings of pious negroes -  no 

buncombe of Southern patriots -  no tedious harangues of Eastern 

philanthropists. “The Octoroon” is simply and purely what it pretends to be -  

a “picture of life in Louisiana.” To Northern eyes, there are, of course, many 

points in the picture which suggest anything but pleasant emotions -  the slave 

sale in the third act, and the lynch trial in the fourth act, are particular

New York Herald, 5 December 1859, p. 6.
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instances.... The story is, of course, exceptional, and not intended to depict 

the ordinary current of social life at the South.

Yet, just a week later, in a further review, the New York Times declared that:

Everybody talks about the “Octoroon,” wonders about the “Octoroon,” goes to 

see the “Octoroon;” and the “Octoroon” thus becomes the work of the public 

mind.^̂

The Octoroon was clearly a product of a precise time in American social affairs: 

Boucicault succeeded in capturing the imagination of the people in his portrayal of 

slavery. This is not surprising, as stage adaptations of Harriet Beecher Stowe’s 

powerful indictment of slavery, Uncle Tom ’s Cabin, had been even more popular 

than the novel and had run for many years following its first publication in 1852. 

Additionally, Beecher Stow e’s next major novel of plantation life, Dred  (1856), 

while not as popular as her earlier work, was also extremely popular when adapted 

for the stage.

W hile the exact meaning of the title of Boucicault’s new play might have caused 

some debate, it clearly indicated that the subject of the play was race and slavery.

The reference to the novels o f Harriet Beecher Stowe by the New York Herald, in 

advance of The Octoroon's premiere, indicates that a further portrayal of heart

rending black characters, such as Uncle Tom, was expected. Yet, the octoroon of the 

title looks white (and was in fact white as she was played by Agnes Robertson, by

New York Times, 8 December 1859, p. 1.
Ibid., 15 December 1859, p. 4.
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then established as the darhng of the American stage). Thus the role of Zoe, a 

beautiful girl of gentle manners and the character of tragic pathos, starkly rebukes the 

newspaper’s concern that theatre-goers would have ‘the almighty nigger thrust under 

their noses’.

The secondary title of The Octoroon is Life in Louisiana (interestingly, the subtitle of 

Uncle Tom ’s Cabin is Life Among the Lowly), and it is heavily ironic given the 

number of deaths that occur in the course of the play. The opening scene portrays life 

on the plantation Terrebonne as a rural idyll, with a branch of the Mississippi in the 

background winding peacefully through the estate. While the plantation owners 

breakfast on the veranda of their impressive home, waited on by their black servants 

amid great banter, the black plantation children tumble and play mischievously 

nearby. However, all is not as harmonious as it would appear. The plantation is 

heavily in debt due to the ineptitude of the late owner. Judge Peyton, and foreclosure 

on the mortgage will shortly result in the sale of the slaves. The Peytons are childless 

and the estate has been left to the Judge’s nephew George, subject to an annuity to 

Zoe, the Judge’s daughter by a quadroon slave. However, George, taking after his 

uncle, does not appear to be of the m ettle to save Terrebonne, and is only interested 

in pursuing Zoe with whom he is in love. George knows that Zoe is the illegitimate 

daughter of his uncle, but is unaware that her mother was a quadroon slave. Recently 

returned from Europe, he cannot understand why visitors to Terrebonne treat Zoe as 

a lady’s maid rather than a lady.

Zoe may be black by race, but her fair skin has resulted in her being treated, almost, 

as white. She is not required to fulfil the normal role required of a black slave and
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has been excused from the normal labour function of her race. The other slaves in 

The Octoroon are visibly black and are clearly cast in the roles of servants, providing 

moments of humour and pathos. In contrast to Zoe, the darkness of their skin is the 

physical embodiment of their slavery. Zoe is an outsider, excluded from one 

community by her mixed race, and from the other by the fact that she appears to be a 

lady and does not work. Thus, the essential difference between Zoe and the other 

characters involves both race and  class.

The law of the land contributes to Zoe’s outsider status as the miscegenation laws in 

Louisiana will not allow a marriage between her and George. Her parentage 

prevents her from marrying a white person, and her skin colour and upbringing 

prevent her from marrying someone of her own race. In his essay on The Octoroon 

and American law, Gary Richardson writes that:

The importance of the play stems from Boucicault’s examination of a 

fundamental American precept -  the viability of law as the framework of a 

democratic society. Boucicault uses the situation of Zoe to contrast the ideals 

and realities of a growing nation. Slavery becomes not only a theme o f the 

play, but also a metaphor for the essential contest between the desires and 

rights of the individual and the societal goal of maintaining its own 

existence.^'

As an octoroon, Zoe has no rights, and due to her race she is a threat to the Peyton 

blood-line at a time when the family is already in decline. By taking her own life, she

Gary A. R ichardson, ‘B oucicau lt’s The O ctoroon  and Am erican L aw ’, Theatre Journal 34 (M ay  
1982), 155.
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avoids being sold outside the family. As it is, her death releases George to make a 

suitable marriage to a wealthy neighbour, Dora Sunnyside, thus keeping the land 

among the same local families. As Richardson concludes, ‘The death of Zoe is the 

force that reunites the elements of the society at Terrebonne, guarantees the 

continuation of that society, and banishes the forces of chaos to the swamp’.

When welcoming The Colleen Bawn as a new form of Irish drama, the New York 

Times declared of other Irish dramatic fare that ‘like negro minstrelsy, this fashion of 

fun has gone out of date’. This short statement actually gets to the heart of the 

matter of Boucicault’s portrayal of race in both The Octoroon and The Colleen 

Bawn. While he too drew on stereotypical happy-go-lucky slaves in The Octoroon, 

his overall argument centred on the rights of an individual, regardless of race. When, 

in late 1861, London audiences objected to Zoe’s death, Boucicault explained, in a 

letter to The Times, that during his travels in Louisiana he found the slaves to be well 

treated and happy with very few restrictions placed on their freedom. However, he 

continued:

But, behind all this there are features in slavery far more objectionable than 

any of those hitherto held up to human execration, by the side of which 

physical suffering appears as a vulgar detail. In the death of the Octoroon lies 

the moral and teaching of the whole work. Had this girl been saved, and the 

drama brought to a happy end, the horrors of her position, irremediable from

^^Ibid., 164.
New York Times, 31 March 1860, p. 8.

28



the very nature of slavery, would subside into the condition of a temporary 

annoy ance.^"^

In Uncle Tom’s Cabin it is pointed out that George Harris, regardless of ability or 

intelligence, is ‘in the eye of the law not a man, but a thing’.G e o r g e ’s owner 

proclaims, ‘It’s a free country, sir; the man’s mine, and I do what I please with him ,- 

that’s it!’^̂  Tom was promised his freedom by St. Clare but was then cruelly 

deprived of it when St. Clare died suddenly. As in Zoe’s case, a good master can die 

and a favoured slave will return to the status of a mere object. If Zoe had survived, 

the issue would not have been about race but only about the visibility of race.

This is the point put forward by Boucicault. Regardless of how well a slave is 

treated, or how visible their race is, it is their ownership by another that society 

should reject.

At a time when the fun had gone out of negro minstrelsy for New York audiences, 

Boucicault wrote a serious play as an act of intervention in the debate about 

abolition, and, in a sense, succeeded in capturing the spirit of the times. Heinz Kosok 

writes: ‘That he was correct in gauging the expectations of a politically divided 

American audience can be deduced from the fact that The Octoroon became one of 

his greatest successes in the theatre’.F a w k e s  concurs: The Octoroon was ‘strong

The Times, 20 November 1861, p. 5.
Harriet Beecher Stowe, Uncle Tom ’s Cabin (New York and London, Penguin, 1981 [1852]), p. 55. 
Ibid., p. 57.
Heinz Kosok, ‘Dion Boucicault’s “American” Plays: Considerations on Defining National 

Literatures in English’, in Robert Welch and Suheil Badi Bushrui (eds). Literature and the Art o f  
Creation: Essays and Poems in Honour o f  A. Norman Jeffares (Colin Smythe; Gerrards Cross and 
Totowa, 1988), p. 94.
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stuff, and, as one of the very first “American plays”, it gives considerable insight into 

how the problems that produced the Civil W ar were being viewed’.̂ *

The Colleen Bawn -  An Irish Octoroon?

By the time The Colleen Bawn opened in 1860, the Irish were New York’s largest 

immigrant group (at that time the city was limited to Manhattan only), and were thus 

very prominent in society due to their sheer numbers. The majority worked in the 

least skilled and lowest paid jobs available in the city. Some of the main areas of 

employment for women were domestic work, sewing, and street vending, all 

occupations where they were regularly visible to the middle and upper classes. Irish 

men worked mainly in jobs that required physical strength and flexibility of 

employment, such as on the docks, in the building trades, the service industry, and as 

unskilled workers in factories. W hile their labour was central to the continued 

expansion of the city, the Irish living there had always faced anti-Irish and anti- 

Catholic hostility.^^

While Boucicault’s claim that The Colleen Bawn was his first Irish drama is well 

documented, the rest of his speech to the first-night audience is not. Described by the 

New York Times as ‘a nate [sic] little speech, with just a touch of the blarney in it’, 

Boucicault certainly uses poetic licence by comparing his labours to those of the Irish 

in the United States, particularly given that The Colleen Bawn was written in a very 

short space of time.^^ However, within these few words spoken to the, mainly

Fawkes, Dion Boucicault, p. 107.
Hasia R. Diner, “T he Most Irish City in the Union”: The Era o f the Great Migration, 1844-1877’, 

in Ronald H. Bayor and Timothy J. Meagher (eds), The New York Irish (Baltimore and London: The 
Johns Hopkins University Press, 1996), p. 92.

New York Times, 31 March 1860, p. 8.
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middle-class, audience at Laura Keene’s theatre, Boucicault was not just promoting 

himself and his new Irish drama, but the cause of the immigrant Irish:

I think it will be admitted by you all that Irishmen do most of the hard work 

in this country-I mean real, hard, manual labor. I myself have worked very 

hard for the past seven months, and I don’t believe that for the next three 

months you could get another idea out of me with a derrick....and that other 

greater m en...m ay hereafter give you plenty of Irish plays, which, I am 

certain, will be appreciated by you, from my experience of your intelligence 

as American citizens, and of the hearty welcome you ever extended to

31everything Irish since the country has been a country.

Where Irish stereotypes in the United States have incorporated many comic forms of 

hard-working and hard-drinking men, both on and off the stage, Boucicault now 

linked the Irishm an’s labour to a more elevated form of drama: the days of ‘the free 

use of the shillelah’ are over. By flattering his audience into an appreciation of Irish 

drama, he was actually instructing them to value all things Irish, but above all, the 

contribution Irish immigrants had made to what was still a relatively new nation. 

This promotional speech works on many different levels: Boucicault’s self

promotion; his aspirations for a future Irish drama; his dramatic representation of 

Irishmen; and his cham pioning of the cause of the Irish immigrant.

New York Tribune, 30 March 1860, p. 8.

31



It can be considered that the opening night of The Colleen Bawn succeeded in the 

first three of these matters. In welcoming the play as a new form of Irish drama, the 

New York Times was particularly pleased about the absence of stock Irish features:

The principal situations are adm irable...and the moral of the play is entirely 

satisfactory. To obtain these results without the introduction of a single 

hateful feature is indeed a worthy achievem ent....The worst character 

introduced is that of an ambitious middleman.

As Bruce McConachie writes, ‘Boucicault’s play had not induced the audience to 

weep over Irish poverty and celebrate Irish revenge against the B ritish....The critic’s 

sigh of relief is almost audible’.D e s p i t e  this achievement, however, Boucicault 

failed to interest the press in his championing of the Irish immigrant.

Boucicault had based The Colleen Bawn on Gerald Griffin’s 1829 novel The 

Collegians which itself had been based on a real murder that took place in 

Garryowen, just outside Limerick city, in 1819. However, Boucicault moved the 

setting of the play to K illamey in County Kerry, retaining the original location in the 

play’s subtitle. The Brides o f  Garryowen, and completely rewrote the plot. He used 

the natural beauty of Killamey to present his American audience, many of whom 

would have been familiar with such scenery, with a romantic, and unimpoverished, 

image of rural Ireland.^'* Against a backdrop of spectacular scenery, he shows not just

New York Times, 31 March 1860, p.8.
Bruce A. McConachie, M elodramatic Formations: American Theatre & Society, 1820-1870  (Iowa 

City, lA: University o f Iowa Press, 1992), p. 213.
Michael Booth outlines how the development o f the steel engraving and the vogue for travel 

pictures resulted in a great number o f  illustrated travel books about Ireland from the 1830s onwards. 
According to Boucicault, he provided seven steel engravings o f scenes around Killamey to the scene-
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interaction, but inter-marriage, between Anglo-Irish gentry and peasant. While still 

the main source of humour in the play, the comic Irishman proves to be the moral 

hero of the play, while the heroine is virtuous and self-sacrificing. For the audience, 

Boucicault’s portrayal of Ireland contrasted starkly with that as represented by the 

great influx of destitute Irish immigrants, and undoubtedly also offered an escape 

from the social reality of that immigration. This is succinctly expressed by John 

Harrington when he writes of The Colleen Bawn that; ‘W ithout question, as an image 

of Ireland, rather than Irish America, it was original to the New York stage and 

fundamental to the representation of Ireland on the American stage’.

Scott Boltwood argues that ‘the creative genesis of this Irish romance [is] in a 

melodrama of slavery and miscegenation’, and the many similarities that exist 

between the plots of The Octoroon and The Colleen Bawn would seem to testify to 

that c l a i m . L i k e  the Peytons of The Octoroon, the Cregans, a landed Anglo-Irish 

family, are in financial and moral decline, and the theme of buying and selling 

human life as a solution to money problems is again present. In The Colleen Bawn 

the family relationship is mother and son rather than the aunt and nephew pairing of 

The Octoroon. The late Mr Cregan was also careless with his money, and his widow 

is determined to save her home and her position in society by marrying her only son 

off to his wealthy cousin, ‘By this marriage with Anne Chute we redeem every acre

painter for the original production in New York. Thus he was reproducing images o f  Kerry that had 
been originally created to demonstrate the beauty o f  the area in book form. See Michael R. Booth, 
‘Irish Landscape in the Victorian Theatre’, in Andrew Carpenter (ed). Place Personality and the Irish 
Writer (Gerrards Cross, Bucks.: Colin Smythe, 1977), p. 163.

John P. Harrington, The Irish Play on the New York Stage 1874-1966  (Lexington: University Press 
o f Kentucky, 1997), p. 17.

Scott Boltwood, “‘The Ineffaceable Curse o f Cain”: Race, Miscegenation, and the Victorian Staging 
o f Irishness’, Victorian Literature and Culture 29:2 (2001), 384.
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37of our barony’. The mortgage on the Cregan property is held by their agent, 

Corrigan, who had purposefully, like M ’Closky at Terrebonne, let the estate decline. 

Corrigan, pressing for payment, is prepared to marry Mrs Cregan instead. He tells 

her, T mean that I’ll take a lien for life on you, instead of the mortgage I hold on the 

Cregan property’ (CB, act 1, p. 55). She is repulsed by the prospect of such a 

marriage for herself even though she was planning to marry her son off to the very 

same end:

Mrs Cregan: And you would buy my aversion and disgust!

Corrigan: Just as Anne Chute buys your son, if she knew but all. Can he

love his girl beyant, widout haten this heiress he’s obliged to 

swallow? -  ain’t you sthriven to sell him? But you didn’t feel 

the hardship of being sold till you tried it on yourself.

(CB, act 1, pp. 55-56)

As with The Octoroon, the title of The Colleen Bawn refers to race and skin colour 

(there was a certain irony in having the same actress, Agnes Robertson, play both 

roles). The colleen bawn is an anglicised version of the Irish words cailm ban, which 

literally mean ‘white girl’, but are generally understood as ‘fair-haired girl’ and carry 

the sense of favoured girl, which describes the heroine of the title, Eily O ’Connor. 

Zoe looked like a member of the white ruling class but, despite looking white, was 

marked out as different by her race. As an Irishwoman, Eily is also not visibly 

marked out from her social superiors, the Anglo-Irish Cregans, but is clearly 

distinguished from them by her class and her language. Boltwood, however, argues

The Colleen Bawn, in Krause (ed.), The Dolmen Boucicault, act 1, p. 52. All further references to 
the play refer to this edition, and are abbreviated to CB.
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that Eily and Hardress Cregan are distinguished from each other, first and foremost, 

by race. He claims that in writing The Colleen Bawn, Boucicault was depicting 

Ireland as divided between two irreconcilable races, the Irish Celts and the English 

Saxons. In The Octoroon, Boucicault had exploited the ‘tragic irreconcilability of 

racial difference’, but took this further in the later play when he ‘refined his 

conception of hidden racial identity and displays less ability to reconcile even slight 

racial differences’.̂  ̂Boltwood continues that in both plays Boucicault was 

emphasising:

the threat of miscegenation posed by female characters who hide their 

racial difference beneath a theatrical ‘w hite-face’, which irretrievably 

seduces English or Anglo-American characters before they learn o f the

39w om en’s racial compositions.

However, neither Zoe or Eily make any attempt to hide their true racial and social 

identity. If anything, Z oe’s white face only serves to reinforce her racial difference 

within the white community in which she lives. George Peyton is the only person at 

Terrebonne who is unaware of Zoe’s race, and it is she who tells him that she is 

‘nothing’, a ‘poisoned thing’ that is marked by ‘the ineffaceable curse of C ain’:

O f the blood that feeds my heart, one drop in eight is black -  bright red as the 

rest may be, that one drop poisons all the blood. Those seven bright drops 

give me love like yours, hope like yours -  ambition like yours -  life hung 

with passions like dew drops on the morning flowers; but the one black drop

B oltw ood , “The Ineffaceable Curse o f  Cain”, 386, 388.
Ibid., 386.
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gives me despair, for I ’m an unclean thing -  forbidden by the laws -  I’m an 

Octoroon

Elizabeth Butler Cullingford takes an opposing view to Boltwood by arguing that the 

Irish could not be distinguished from their imperial rulers by race due to the visible 

sameness that existed between them and the English. While the Cregans are Anglo- 

Irish as opposed to English, Cullingford convincingly claims that it is her class and 

language only that distinguishes Eily from her in-laws:

Although Ireland suffered dislocations of culture, language and identity 

analogous to those experienced by colonized peoples in India and Africa, the 

Irish could not be distinguished from their imperial rulers by the colour of their 

skin. They were ‘proxim ate’ rather than ‘absolute’ Others, a disturbing mixture 

of sameness and difference, geographical closeness and cultural distance.'^'

Eily has clearly nothing to hide in terms of race, and her exclusion from the Cregan 

household is based only on her inferior social status. Hardress is ashamed of her 

‘awkward manners, her Kerry brogue, her ignorance of the usages of society’, and he 

is thus reluctant to introduce her to his mother {CB, act I, p. 57). By the time Mrs 

Cregan eventually learns of the marriage she is facing financial ruin unless she 

marries Corrigan, as her hopes that Hardress will marry his wealthy cousin have been 

dashed. It is therefore not surprising that she condemns Eily for her social class 

without having met her; ‘peasant girl -  a vulgar barefooted beggar’, a ‘poor, 

lowborn, silly, vulgar creature’ {CB, act 1, p. 56 and act 2, p. 74). Hardress loves Eily

The Octoroon, in Peter Thomson (ed.), Plays by Dion Boucicault, act 2, p. 147.
Elizabeth Butler Cullingford, Ireland's Others: Ethnicity and Gender in Irish 

Literature and Popular Culture (Cork; Cork University Press, 2001), p. 14.
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but finds her Irishness vulgar; ‘Hardress bid me not sing any ould Irish songs, he 

says the words are vulgar’, Eily tells her friends {CB, act 1, p. 65). Aware of her 

husband’s shame, she knows she must change in order to conform with his wishes. 

However, Eily defends Hardress to Father Tom: ‘he’s proud of me. It’s only when I 

spake like the poor people, and say or do anything wrong, that he’s hurt; but I’m 

gettin’ clane of the brogue, and leamin’ to do nothing -  I’m to be changed entirely’ 

{CB, act 1, p. 64). She must learn to deny her Irish heritage and reinvent herself in a 

form which will not insult her husband’s sensitivities. The fact that she must master 

the art of leisure reflects Zoe’s retort to George when he suggests that he could get a 

job: ‘Work! I thought none but coloured people worked’ {The Octoroon, act 2, p. 

146).

However, it is made clear that this new ‘anglicised’ Eily would be a lesser person, 

and it is the priest who encourages her not to forsake her heritage, linking her 

Irishness with her inherent virtue: ‘May the brogue of ould Ireland niver forsake your 

tongue -  may her music niver lave yer voice -  and may a true Irishwoman’s virtue 

niver die in your heart’ {CB, act 1, p. 65). It is Father Tom who again supports Eily 

when Hardress is prepared to sacrifice her virtue by accepting the return of their 

marriage certificate. In a passage evoking a wedding ceremony, the importance of 

the certificate, the sanctity of marriage and the virtue of Eily are all reinforced:

Father Tom: Be the hush, and spake after me -  by my mother that’s in

heaven.

Eily: By my mother that’s in heaven.

Father Tom: By the light and the word.
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Eily; By the light and the word.

Father Tom; Sleepin’ or wakin’.

Eily; Sleepin’ or wakin’.

Father Tom; This proof of my truth.

Eily; This proof of my truth.

Father Tom; Shall never again quit my breast.

Eily; Shall never again quit my breast.

(C5, act 1, pp. 68-69)

Eily’s marriage certificate is an important document; it acts as legal proof of her 

marriage to Hardress and thus confirms her integrity, and her position in society. A 

document in The Octoroon also confirmed the heroine’s social position. When 

discovered by M ’Closky, the legal judgem ent against Terrebonne proved that Zoe 

had never been freed and was still, in fact, a slave. Furthermore, the laws of 

miscegenation prevented Zoe from ever legally possessing a certificate of marriage 

to George Peyton. Thus the law of the land in their respective countries works 

against Zoe but in favour of Eily.

Eily’s brogue is the most obvious indicator of her class, and is undoubtedly her 

greatest impediment to social acceptance. If she is to move up the social ladder to 

inherit Hardress’ world, she must change her accent. Bernard Shaw later enjoyed 

great success when he played on this idea in Pygmalion, but, unlike Eliza Doolittle, 

Eily wins acceptance while remaining true to her accent, and to her ideals. Her Irish 

brogue stands for far more than just her lowly social position; it actually represents 

her virtue and integrity, and her Irishness above all. The other heroine of the play, the 

Anglo-Irish heiress Anne Chute, is forced to abandon the Q ueen’s English in order to
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express true passion: ‘Well, I can’t help it. When I am angry the brogue comes out, 

and my Irish heart will burst through manners, and graces, and twenty stay-laces 

{CB, act 2, p. 73). While the brogue is associated with passion and Irishness, the 

English is depicted as a corset which holds in anger and controls emotions. Eily’s, 

and Ireland’s, language can express truth and emotion, while English imposes 

linguistic and social restraint. When Hardress and Eily are reunited at the end of the 

play, it is E ily’s language that is willingly accepted and adopted by all:

Eily: And when I spake -  no -  speak -

Anne: Spake is the right sound. Kyrle Daly, pronounce that word.

Kyrle: T hat’s right; if you ever spake it any other way I’ll divorce ye -  mind 

that. {CB, act 3, p. 103)

The reconciliation at the end of the play is founded on a cross-class 

acknowledgement of an Irishness shared by peasant and ascendancy, and which is 

physically manifested in a shared Irish brogue. As Cullingford writes:

By condem ning H ardress’ rejection of his beloved’s brogue and bringing the 

representatives of different dialects and classes into a sentimental union, 

Boucicault suggests that the larger political and social conflict embodied in 

the dissonance between dialects is dissolved or at least neutralized by love 

and marriage.'*^

Ibid., p. 20.
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The ending of the play should be seen as a double marriage, as Kyrle and Anne wed, 

while Hardress and E ily’s marriage receives public recognition and acceptance. 

Boucicault’s subtitle, The Brides o f  Garryowen, indicates this as his intention, and no 

other marital pairing would have provided the necessary melodramatic reconciliation 

and closure demanded by the genre. Despite Mrs Cregan’s hopes, Anne Chute’s 

money could not have saved the Cregans’ fortunes as it would have only resulted in a 

bigamous marriage for Hardress and unhappiness for Anne. Hardress could only be 

saved by Eily, and Anne could only find true happiness with Kyrle Daly. Thus the 

happy outcome of the play relies on the correct matching of the couples. Interpreting 

the play in terms of race only, with disregard to class, Boltwood does not view the 

outcome of the play in this light, and concludes that it ‘awkwardly ends with 

Hardress silenced and Eily skeptical, their union undecidably suspended somewhere 

between reconciliation and estrangement’.'̂  ̂The action of the play disproves such an 

argument. When Danny offers to rid Hardress of Eily, Hardress, despite his financial 

desperation, is horrified and instructs Danny to ‘Respect my wife as you would the 

queen of the land’ (CB, act 2, p. 71). He sinks into decline when Eily is missing and 

declares ‘my love for her, wild and maddened, has come back upon my heart like a 

vengeance’ (CB, act 5, p. 98). His first words to her when she finally appears, 

declared in front of a large audience, are ‘My wife -  my own E ily’ (CB, act 5, p.

102). It is a very public and proud announcement. At this very moment Eily, in a 

self-sacrificing act, offers the marriage certificate back to Hardress, but his only 

reply is that he could not live without her. H ardress’s public acknowledgement of 

Eily is a testament to their shared culture which is rooted in their Irishness, regardless 

of class difference. For the American audience of The Octoroon, an abhorrence of

Boltwood, “The Ineffaceable Curse o f Cain”, 394.
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miscegenation would not have allowed a mixed-race marriage to have provided a 

symbol of common nationality.

London and Dublin

The Colleen Baw n's  run at Laura Keene’s theatre ended on 12 May 1860, and 

Boucicault then brought the play to Philadelphia, after which he returned to New 

York for a farewell season. Promising to be back in time to open the autumn season 

there, the Boucicaults sailed for England in July. That their absence from America 

actually lasted for twelve years was initially due to the phenomenal success of The 

Colleen Bawn in England. It opened at the Adelphi theatre on 10 September 1860 to 

become the biggest hit seen in London for decades; in fact it became the first long 

run in the history of the English stage. It reopened at the Adelphi on 23 September 

1861, following a break, for the two hundred and thirty second time, and a review of 

that performance serves as an indication of its English success:

By the severity of the frost in the winter of 1860-1, the Christmas harvest 

usually anticipated by managers was sadly damaged, for even the 

pantomimes were found to be feebly attractive when brought into competition 

with the comforts of the fireside and the excitements of the Serpentine. But 

the frost, which nipped every other dramatic exhibition, left the Colleen Bawn 

untouched.... “Have you seen the Colleen Bawn?” became one of those 

questions which everybody asked and nobody cared to answer in the 

negative.... had not Mr. Boucicault retired for the sake of repose, or to fulfil
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some provincial engagement, the number of Adelphi representations of the 

Colleen Bawn would now have exceeded 300.'^'’

The Colleen Bawn was also the first play to tour the provinces as a ‘West End 

production’. Rather than grant licences to provincial managers to mount local 

productions, Boucicault took the more financially lucrative step of touring his own 

companies. Theatre managers were forced to accept his terms in order to stage the 

play that everybody wanted to see. The first touring company opened in Sunderland 

in February 1861, followed a week later by a second company in Brighton."'^ The 

Times reported, seven months later, that ‘The records of the provincial theatres for 

several months past show that it has been everywhere played by the most various 

companies, and mostly with distinguished success’.'*̂  Where Boucicault had once 

lived in Paris with the specific task of adapting French melodrama for the London 

stage, he was now producing his own work there in French: ‘even the Channel 

cannot impede the Colleen Bawn, and the production of a French version of the 

piece, under the superintendence of its English author, is one of the expected events 

at the Ambigu Com ique’."*̂

It is well noted that Queen Victoria and Prince Albert went to see The Colleen Bawn 

three times during February and March 1861. The third visit, 14 March, proved to be 

the Queen’s last ever visit to a theatre as, following the deaths of both her mother and 

husband shortly afterwards, she no longer attended public entertainments. A few 

short weeks after this period of royal patronage, Boucicault, while not undertaking

The Times, 24 September 1861, p. 8.
See Fawkes, Dion Boucicault, pp. 123—4.
The Times, 24 September 1861, p. 8.
Ibid.
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any provincial tour in England himself, brought The Colleen Bawn to his native 

Dublin, where it opened at the Theatre Royal, Hawkins Street, on 1 April. Among 

the audience on the opening night, as reported by Dublin’s Daily Express, was the 

Earl of Carlisle, the Q ueen’s representative in Ireland. The Lord Lieutenant must 

have enjoyed Boucicault’s play for he returned to the Theatre Royal for a command 

performance on 24 April.

The Colleen Bawn ran for twenty-four nights in Dublin, and, if possible, the play was 

even more popular there than in London. Boucicault was certainly lionized by Dublin 

society. The distinguishing feature between the London and Dublin reception was the 

reaction to the production as an Irish play. For English audiences. The Colleen Bawn 

was first and foremost a new hit play by Boucicault, described in the main as a 

domestic drama; that it was an Irish play was secondary. When Boucicault opened in 

Dublin, in addition to bringing a major New York and London hit to the city, he 

succeeded in giving his Irish audience exactly what they wanted; an Irish drama. 

Judging by the review in the Freem an’s Journal, the play was received as if written 

specifically for the Irish stage;

In a former notice we remarked that an Irish drama was wanted -  Irish in the 

scenic locality of its plot -  Irish in its incidents, and, above all, truly Irish in 

the characters sustaining its interest. It is not too much to say that all these 

requirements are fully and fairly supplied in this singularly touching and 

beautiful drama -  The Colleen Bawn: and the reception accorded to the piece 

last evening showed how thoroughly the national feeling of the public has
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been consulted by M r Dion Boucicault in the very manner in which he has 

adapted this piece for presentation before an Irish audience/*

There was a scarcity of plays by Irish dramatists on the Irish stage in the first half of 

the nineteenth century, and Morash suggests that a major factor was the difficulty 

experienced by playwrights in making a living from writing for the stage, even if 

they enjoyed some success in Lxindon. He notes how in Ireland some theatre 

managers, in the absence of Irish material, ‘resorted to the expedient of introducing 

Irish songs into existing plays, giving the stage a delightfully absurd 1826 production 

of Faust in which the characters sang popular Irish ballads’.'*̂  Additionally, Morash 

explains how the Dublin-Lx>ndon axis that had dominated Irish theatre since the 

1630s was reoriented in the middle decades of the nineteenth century as the 

American tour became an established practice. A review of Dublin theatre listings for 

the period prior to the opening of The Colleen Bawn in April 1861 certainly supports 

Morash’s account. The main attraction for a number of weeks at the Theatre Royal 

was an American comic actress, Julia Daly, appearing in Our Female American  

Cousin. Another play in M iss D aly’s repertoire was The Irish Girl in America, and it 

was advertised that on her last night Miss Daly would sing the American national 

anthem, ‘The Star Spangled Banner’. M i s s  Daly’s American extravaganza at the 

Theatre Royal was preceded by two pantomimes and a comic ballet. The main 

attraction at the Q ueen’s Royal Theatre was a visiting group, the Lauri Family, who

Freem an’s Journal, 3 April 1861, p. 3. 
Morash, A History o f  Irish Theatre, p. 82. 
Freeman's Journal, 23 March 1861, p. 1.
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were appearing in Dublin for the first time in a ‘pantomime extravaganza’ called Les 

Rivales Rendezvous'^

Not only was The Colleen Bawii an Irish play but it was a particular type of Irish 

play, one of which Dublin audiences could totally approve. In fact, the Irish Times 

cast a positive verdict on the play before it had even opened:

We rejoice to learn that he seems to have inaugurated a new era in the 

existence of the stage Irishman. He carefully eschews the trodden path, and 

presents to the public a character in which native wit and refinement are 

combined.^^

The reviewer for the Irish Times was not disappointed in his expectations of the play, 

and of particular importance was the authenticity of portrayal of the Irish peasant 

character, an authenticity contributed to by the fact that Boucicault was Irish:

this admirable drama, which is no burlesque of Irish character, but a truthful 

and thrilling picture of real life, interpreted by those who understand the 

peculiarities of the Irish peasant, and admire his virtues and many estimable

53qualities, of which honour and integrity are not the least conspicuous.

Similarly, the F reem an’s Journal pointed out that ‘All its characters are real, 

everyday persons’.^”* The reviews also attested to the authenticity of the scenery, and

4 March 1861,  p. 1.
Irish Tim es, 28 March 1861,  p. 3.

” 2 April 1861,  p. 3.
F reem an ’s Journal, 13 April 1861,  p. 3
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in referring to K erry’s tourist industry points to the fact that Boucicault was 

portraying a marketable image of Ireland. The scenery of The Colleen Bawn 

portrayed an accurate image of the countryside surrounding the Killamey lakes, 

Boucicault had been highly selective in choosing that particular part of Ireland for 

the action of his drama, as film makers would continue to do long after him:

The scenery is ... as faithful in the representation of some of the finest of Irish 

mountain, lake, and landscape scenery, as has ever been seen on any stage. 

The plot of the dram a... is laid in the kingdom of Kerry, and the far-famed 

scenery of this favoured district, which has attracted visitors even from 

distant lands to enjoy its beauty, was adequately illustrated.^^

Throughout the run of the play, the ongoing commentary in both the Irish Times and 

the Freeman's Journal follows a trajectory of ever increasing praise and promotion. 

Once The Colleen Bawn has been accepted and lauded as an Irish drama, by Irish 

people, commentary seems to grow in confidence, resulting in the further 

reinforcement of the play as a true picture of Irish life and as a national drama. Thus 

a week after the play’s opening, the Irish Times declares that 'The Colleen Bawn is 

more than a theatrical representation. It is a true story beautifully d r a m a t i s e d . A  

week later, blurring the identity between rogue hero and playwright, it declares that 

Myles-na-Coppaleen, played by Boucicault, ‘the genius of the piece, has grown more 

and more national as an Irishman, and he is now indeed, perfection itself.’^̂

Irish Times,  2 April 1861, p. 3. 
Ibid., 8 April  1861, p. 2.
Ibid.,  15 April 1861, p. 2.
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In London, the sensation scene of Myles rescuing Eily from the lake had been one of 

the most popular features of The Colleen Bawn, and advertisements for the opening 

night in Dublin described the play as ‘the great sensation Dram a’.H o w e v e r ,  this 

description is dropped once the newspapers increasingly focus on the play’s merits as 

a national drama, to which the Freem an’s Journal attributes its success:

The national element in it, and the truly Irish spirit pervading every scene, 

contributes, of course, in a great degree to its almost unparalleled popularity 

and success.

The complete transformation of The Colleen Bawn from sensation to national drama 

took place a week later when the Freem an’s Journal reviewed Boucicault’s benefit 

night:

Nothing could exceed the deep interest created by the more exciting scenes of 

this thrilling national dram a.... In all, the benefit of Mr. Dion Boucicault was 

in every way a triumph complimentary to him as a talented Irishman, and 

creditable to the admirers of the national drama in Dublin.

The fact that Boucicault was Irish, and a successful Irishman, was central to the 

play’s reception in Dublin. It enabled the Freem an’s Journal, in its first-night 

review, to state that the character of Myles-na-Coppaleen ‘was personated by Dion 

Boucicault with a force and fidelity to nature which we have rarely, if ever, seen

F reem an’s Journal, 1 April 1861, p. 1. 
Ibid., 13 April 1861, p. 3.

^  Ibid., 20  April 1861, p. 3.
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equalled on the Dublin stage’. I n  his speech to the audience after the final 

performance, as he would do throughout his whole career as Irish playwright, 

Boucicault played on the blurred lines between him and the stage Irishman he 

portrayed, and between reality and fiction. Switching effortlessly between the 

language of his audience and of the character he played, Boucicault flattered the 

audience for appreciating that which is real, which, of course, included both his play 

and the dramatic character he played:

If I was to step out of my own characther and dhress [sic], it would be to tell 

you for myself and the Colleen that we return you our best thanks....there 

was amongst ye a feeling strong in favour of all that is thrue and natural. Poor 

Miles-na-Coppaleen wanted to be nothing more than himself, and ’tis proud I 

am, indeed, that he has found favour in your eyes....The drama you have 

witnessed has, I believe, been moulded in truth and true human nature, and 

that’s the reason you liked it.^^

Throughout the Irish newspaper coverage generated by The Colleen Bawn, there is a 

clear emphasis on Dublin: a Dublin theatre; a Dublin audience: a national drama, but 

for the Dublin stage. Boucicault is welcomed to the city not just as an Irishman but 

also as a Dubliner, and he answered the call made by the Freem an’s Journal for a 

drama that was ‘Irish in the scenic locality of its plot -  Irish in its incidents, and, 

above all, truly Irish in the characters sustaining its interest.’ According to that 

newspaper, not only did Boucicault portray authentic Irish characters, he further 

succeeded by his true depiction of their Kerry character:

/Zj/c?., 2 April 1861, p. 3.
Ibid., 29 April 1861, p. 3.
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The character and habits of the southern Irish peasant are as distinct from 

those of his countrymen of the more northern provinces as are the habitudes 

and expressions of the natives of the south of France from those of the 

denizens of Calais, Havre, and Cherbourg.

A large cultural gap existed between an English-speaking audience in D ublin’s 

Theatre Royal, under the patronage of the Lord Lieutenant, and a community of 

Irish-speaking peasants in Kerry. The commentary of the Dublin press and audiences 

on the authenticity of southern Irish peasants points to such an urban-rural cultural 

divide. This raises the question of whether the Dublin audience endorsed The Colleen 

Bawn to such a great extent not because it accurately depicted Irish rural society, but 

that it portrayed a highly acceptable version of that aspect of Irish life. By the end of 

the run, the Dublin press, ably assisted by Boucicault’s self-publicity, had established 

The Colleen Bawn as an accurate and truthful picture of Irish rural life, and it is 

striking that the press of very different shades of political opinion were at one on the 

subject. Once the play’s inherent truth was affirmed, it could then be deemed to be a 

national drama. Thus a Dublin-born, internationally successful dramatist and actor, 

playing a Kerry peasant, to a Dublin audience, was considered to have created this 

national drama. In light of the play’s success on the international stage and its 

reception in Dublin, Morash is correct to claim that when The Colleen Bawn opened 

at the Theatre Royal, ‘the Irish theatre was about to become both more national and 

more international than at any previous point in its history’.'̂ '̂

lb id . ,2 /K p v \ \  1861, p. 3.
M orash, A History o f  Irish Theatre, p. 93.
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Race and class

When Boucicault returned to London from Dublin in late April 1861, he and Agnes 

immediately reopened The Colleen Bawn at the Adelphi. By the end of that October 

they had been playing the same roles for eighteen months with very few breaks, and, 

according to Fawkes, wanted a change. The Octoroon replaced The Colleen Bawn at 

the Adelphi on 18 November 1861, with Agnes resuming her role as Zoe and 

Boucicault playing the part of Salem Scudder. Although the play ran for sixty-nine 

nights, it was considered a failure. One problem seems to have been that the audience 

had expectations of another Colleen Bawn:

Though the title of the piece did not in the least refer to Green Erin, and the 

public had been made duly acquainted with the fact that the word ‘Octoroon’ 

denotes the child of a Quadroon by a white, there was a sort of vague notion 

that another Colleen Bawn would be presented, so completely had the name 

of the author been identified with that most famous of modem dramas.*^^

The Times felt it best to state categorically, for the benefit of future audiences, that 

The Octoroon bore absolutely no resemblance to Boucicault’s Irish play:

It may be as well, therefore, to state that the new piece is not a Colleen Bawn, 

nor anything like a Colleen Bawn, but that it exhibits a picture of life in the 

Southern States, not shown even during the mania for Uncle T om f’̂

The Times, 19 November 1861, p. 12. 
“  Ibid.
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London audiences did not like the fact that Zoe dies, and although the first four acts 

were received with enthusiastic applause, ‘sounds of disapprobation’ followed the 

c u r t a i n . I n  contrast to Stowe’s Tom, Zoe appeared white and thus English 

audiences would have had difficulty in regarding her as a slave, particularly as the 

role was played by Agnes Robertson, who only the previous week had been playing 

the much loved part of the Colleen Bawn. While the Illustrated London News praised 

A gnes’s acting, it commented that:

the audience were scarcely reconciled to her falling a victim in order to point 

more effectually the moral of the drama. We certainly recognise no aesthetic 

necessity for such a denouement, but rather the contrary, and think that the 

author would have found his account in a happier ending.^*

In contrast, the American audience, living in a country where a large section of 

society approved of slavery and the laws against miscegenation, had not voiced any 

dissatisfaction at the outcome of the play. Boucicault defended the ending of The 

Octoroon for three weeks before succumbing to pressure to rewrite the play, the 

outcome being that George and Zoe vow to marry in another land. If the London 

audience could not understand, or did not consider of consequence the racial 

difference that prevented Zoe and George from marrying, it is unlikely that they 

would have seen a racial difference between Hardress and Eily, as claimed by 

Boltwood. To non-Irish audiences, both Eily and Hardress, despite his Anglo-Saxon 

origins, would have appeared Irish, and Hardress was in fact Irish. How the part of 

Eily was played by Agnes Robertson would have also been important, as is well

Ibid.
Illustrated London News, 23 November 1861.
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illustrated by Bernard Shaw’s recollection that ‘Mrs Boucicault was always 

hopelessly ladylike, and usually made Hardress Cregan’s complaints of her rusticity 

ridiculous by being more refined than he’.̂  ̂Boltwood holds that the modem reader 

is wrong to ‘argue that the play’s tensions arises from the social, religious, and 

economic disparities between Hardress Cregan and Eily O ’Connor’. But he fails to 

recognise that these differences, which do exist, are all class differences that are 

ultimately subsumed within a broader notion of nationality.^*^ Boltwood’s claim, 

however, that the creative genesis of The Colleen Bawn is in a melodrama of slavery 

and miscegenation is correct, and The Colleen Bawn can certainly be considered to 

have evolved from The Octoroon. While the question of race and class is central, it is 

treated fundamentally differently in both plays. Therefore, the common ground of the 

plays cannot be considered to be ‘the threat of miscegenation posed by female 

characters who hide their racial difference beneath a theatrical “white-face”’. '̂

While The Colleen Bawn can certainly be regarded as a transition in Boucicault’s 

work, as Krause suggests, and as the starting point of the Irish plays, it should also be 

regarded as a development of his previous dramas for the American stage, 

particularly The Octoroon. However, a crucial difference exists between how 

Boucicault dealt with the question of race in The Octoroon and that of class and 

nationality in The Colleen Bawn, whose Irish patriotism has no equivalent in the 

earlier play. No aspect of African-American culture lent itself to the construction of a 

shared sense of national identity in the manner that Eily’s brogue formed the basis 

for the reconciliatory conclusion of The Colleen Bawn. The idea of an actual blood 

difference between black and white, as so pointedly illustrated by Zoe, contributed to

Bernard Shaw, Our Theatres in the Nineties, Volume II (London: Constable & Co., [1931]), p. 34.
™ Boltwood, “The Ineffaceable Curse o f Cain”, 384.

Ibid., 386.
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the widely-held fear of miscegenation. In contrast, a marriage founded on a cross

class acknowledgement of a shared Irishness was perfectly acceptable. W here Zoe’s 

race distinguishes her as different in a negative light, E ily’s social and national 

distinguishing traits, such as her language, actually establish her superiority.

So while The Colleen Bawn is not overtly nationalistic, it can be considered to be 

Boucicault’s first dramatic representation of an Irish cultural nationalism. 

Boucicault’s use of an Irish brogue (implicitly suggesting the Irish language) as an 

identification of social and moral superiority was not insignificant given that 

Matthew Arnold was arguing during the 1860s for the establishment of language as a 

racial identifier and the main determinant of culture. David Cairns and Shaun 

Richards have pointed out that the Irish had to be seen to speak English well enough 

in order to demonstrate that they were incorporated within English rule, but that their 

speech must be differentiated enough from the English to demonstrate their inferior 

position. Acknowledgement of the existence of an alternative language and culture

72could only pose a threat to the integration of Ireland into England. In The Colleen 

Bawn, Boucicault not only highlights the existence of such an alternative Irish 

culture as a signifier of national identity, but he also establishes it as superior to a 

culture that is rooted in the language of the colonial rulers.

Boltwood draws on the racial theory of Robert Knox, an English anatomist whose 

popular study of race, The Races o f  Men, had been published in 1850, and whose 

theories were among the most respected and influential of the century. Knox set out 

to prove the superiority of white races over darker races by pseudo-scientific

See David Cairns and Shaun Richards, Writing Ireland: C olonialism , N ationalism  an d  Culture  
(Manchester: M anchester U niversity Press, 1988), p. 11.
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speculations about cranial measurements.^^ Although white, the Irish were often 

linked with races of darker skin, and Knox considered the Irish to be the lowest form 

of civilised man. By the 1860s the popular image of the Irishman in both cartoons 

and written text, in periodicals such as Punch, was that of the ape. However, what is 

so striking about the London reception of The Colleen Bawn is the almost complete 

absence of any commentary, positive or negative, about the Irish nature of the play. 

Where the portrayal of Ireland, and Irish identity was central to the New York and 

Dublin receptions, this was not the case in London. Irish dramatists had long held an 

influential role on the London stage, and Boucicault was generally regarded there as 

an English writer. Of greater significance was the absence of the Irish question and 

Irish social affairs from the political agenda at W estminster, as there was nothing of 

particular concern to the authorities occurring in Ireland at that time. English political 

commentary was focused on Garibaldi’s activities in Italy and the possibility of a 

European war, civil war in America, which broke out in April 1861, and the slavery 

issue that was central to the American debate. In complete contrast, the Irish were 

totally absent from the pages of London’s satirical organ, Punch, during the entire 

run of The Colleen Bawn. If anything, the coverage of the play in Punch was very 

unsatirical by that periodical’s normal standards, and actually demonstrates an 

affection for the play, illustrating its ready acceptance into the mainstream popular 

culture of the day:

O f course I went to see the Colleen Bawn. I couldn’t help myself. Everyone

was bothering me about it. ‘Have you seen the ColleenT  says one. ‘What

Such forms o f  V ictorian scientific investigation were dramatised by Brian Friei in The H om e P lace  
(2005).
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d ’ye think of the Baw nT  inquired another, (between ourselves I ’ve not the 

wildest notion what either of these words mean; but that’s not to the point)/"*

Significantly, Punch places the emphasis on the phenomenon of The Colleen Bawn's 

London success rather than its Irishness. Its important place in English popular 

culture of the day is again reinforced the following June. Where cartoons in Pwich  

usually lampoon Irish subject matter, on this occasion the play’s popularity is used to 

poke fun at polite English so c ie ty .W h e th e r  Boucicault was or was not attempting 

to hold a mirror up to nature in his portrayal of Ireland was not central to the play’s 

reception in London. The Colleen Sawn  was enjoyed there as spectacular melodrama 

without reference to the authenticity of its Irish credentials. Indeed, its success was 

held by many to be due to its sensation scene alone, but in arguing for its success on 

the grounds of the admirable professionalism that was brought to all aspects of the 

production. Punch declared:

I can’t believe the Strand would have ever been blocked up with Colleen cabs 

as it has been, or that by wish of the Police the doors need have been opened 

sooner than their wont, merely on account of this one aquatic feat.^^

That contemporary political events (or lack thereof) were a factor in the reception of 

The Colleen Bawn was further demonstrated during the late 1867 to early 1868 

London revival at the Princess’s theatre, when Boucicault was again playing Myles. 

The Fenian bombing at Clerkenwell in December 1867 had taken place against a 

backdrop of great Irish political unrest. In light of the politics of the day, the

Punch, 3 N ovem ber 1860, p. 171.
Ibid., 1 June 1861, p. 226. Copy attached as Appendix 1.

'’U b id .,  4 M a y  1861, p. 186.

55



openness of the play to a pro-nationalist reading is shown by a cartoon which 

appeared in Tomahawk, a London satirical periodical not dissimilar to Punch, in 

early January 1868. The cartoon recreates the water-cave scene in The Colleen Bawn 

and a demonic-looking Danny Mann, standing on solid ground marked ‘U nion’, is 

strangling the Colleen Bawn while pushing her down into the lake, marked 

‘Revolution’. The caption runs, ‘Justice for Ireland, A Version of The “Colleen

77Bawn’” . The imminent demise of the Colleen Bawn suggests that revolution poses 

a threat not just to the Union but to Ireland as well. The cartoon implicitly reinforces 

the idea of The Colleen Bawn as national drama, and Eily as representing the essence 

of Irishness.

Conclusion

In New York and Dublin, unlike London, the play’s perceived national authenticity 

was central to its success. In both cities, a press of wide ranging political allegiances 

willingly affirmed The Colleen Bawn as a ‘truly national’ play on the basis of the 

cross-class marriage of Eily and Hardress, and on E ily’s brogue as the marker of 

essential Irishness. (Such unanimity would certainly not be demonstrated by the New 

York press upon the opening of Boucicault’s later Irish play. The Shaughraun.) The 

Irish and American audiences brought their own specific, or community driven, 

interpretations to The Colleen Bawn while fully accepting Boucicault’s national 

image of Ireland. In New York the play was accepted as depicting real Irish life for 

the very reason that it did not hold the mirror up to the reality of Irish immigration. 

Boucicault’s romantic picture of the lakes of K illamey offered an effective form of 

escape from the social reality of post-famine Ireland. Dubliners also regarded the

Tomahawk, 11 January 1868. Copy attached as Appendix 2.
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play as real as it produced a form of Irish peasant that, in contrast to its precedents, 

was acceptable not just in the Theatre Royal but on the international stage. Although 

written and first performed in America, The Colleen Bawn was claimed by Dubliners 

as a long-awaited, national drama of Ireland. That the play was seen to portray the 

nation was due to the fact that it was considered truly representative of Irish rural 

life, or a form of that life that was acceptable to the residents of Dublin and the Pale. 

That an Irish play could mean different things to the audiences of different countries 

made it truly international.
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Chapter 2

Censorship, music and myth in Arrah-na-Pogue 

Introduction

The week commencing 7 November 1864 saw two major events occurring in Dublin. 

Dion Boucicault’s new Irish play, Arrah-na-Pogue, premiered at the Theatre Royal 

on M onday night; the following day the new Lord Lieutenant, Lord Wodehouse, 

disembarked at Kingstown Harbour to take up his position as the Q ueen’s 

representative in Ireland, Although the Freem an’s Journal, when previewing both 

events in its social column, allocated Boucicault twice the space than that given to 

the new Lord Lieutenant, Lord W odehouse’s arrival in Ireland was an event to rival 

any melodramatic action taking place at the Theatre Royal. One section alone of his 

ceremonial procession, travelling from W estland Row to Dublin Castle, consisted of: 

‘A Cavalry Band; Three Squadrons of Cavalry; The Equipage of Lord Wodehouse; 

the Right Hon. Lord W odehouse on Horseback; The Suite of Lord Wodehouse; The 

General Commanding the Forces; His Personal Staff; The General Officers in 

Dublin; The Head Quarter Staff; The Heads of Departments on Horseback; A 

Cavalry Band; Two Squadrons of Cavalry’.' Starting at the train station, the 

procession’s route was by Lincoln Place, Nassau Street and College Green. Had the 

new appointee turned his horse right on W estland Row, rather than left, he would 

have travelled up Brunswick Street (now Pearse Street), and in so doing would have 

passed very close to the Theatre Royal on Hawkins Street. However, Lord

' F reem an 's Journal, 7 N ovem ber 1864, p. 3. The style o f  such an overblow n list was parodied by 
Jam es Jo y ce’s U lysses  (1922 ) which describes a journey taken by the Lord Lieutenant and his w ife, 
the Earl o f  D udley and Lady D udley, and their cavalcade. They leave the V ice R egal L odge in the 
P hoenix Park and travel by the quays, Nassau Street, Merrion Square and Lower M ount Street 
towards Ballsbridge.
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W odehouse would soon visit that theatre to make his first public appearance there at 

a command performance of Arrah-na-Pogue.

Arrah-na-Pogue is unusual in that it is the only one of Boucicault’s triptych of 

successful Irish plays that did not premier in New York, and it is also the only one 

that was rewritten in any substantial way. Although licensed on 26 September for 

performance at the Theatre Royal in Manchester, Boucicault opted to open in Dublin 

instead, where a slightly revised version of the licensed text ran for a very successful 

six weeks, with Boucicault and his wife Agnes Robertson in the leading roles.

Further revisions were made before the London opening the following March, and it 

was an amended version of that production which was submitted to the Lord 

Chamberlain’s censor for licensing.

This chapter will demonstrate that one of the most important aspects of the London 

rewrite was the inclusion of Boucicault’s version of ‘The Wearing of the Green’. It 

has become a part of Boucicault myth that the song was banned from performances 

of the play following the Fenian bombing of London’s Clerkenwell prison in 

December 1867. However, in clarifying the complex genesis of Arrah-na-Pogue, it 

will be demonstrated that Boucicault’s version of ‘The Wearing of the Green’ was 

never actually banned. In fact, Boucicault’s rendition of the rebel song proved to be a 

popular highlight for English audiences.

Boucicault was living in London when he wrote Arrah-na-Pogue in June, July, and 

August 1864. At that time, Irish political affairs were enjoying a period of relative 

calm, and the London press was quiet on the Irish question. However, all that
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changed with the eruption of Fenian activity, both in Ireland and England, the 

following year. As it turned out, the London premiere and subsequent revival of 

Arrah-na-Pogue coincided with extraordinary political events. Equally, the Dublin 

revival in late 1868 took place amidst an atmosphere of heightened tension due to the 

first anniversary of the execution of the M anchester Martyrs. Given that Arrah-na- 

Pogue is set in 1798 and dramatises Irish resistance to British rule, the Dublin and 

London reception of the play, and its revivals, will be considered in light of the 

dramatic social and political events of the time.

Dublin, March 1864: The Colleen Bawn

As in 1861, Boucicault was welcomed to Dublin as a conquering hero when he 

returned there in March 1864. With him and Agnes again in the starring roles. The 

Colleen Bawn enjoyed another very successful run at the Theatre Royal from 28 

March to 23 April. Boucicault drew particular pleasure from the reception he 

received in his native city:

The reception you have given us, and which I will say could not be exceeded 

in any country outside of Ireland, will be always remembered with pride and 

gratitude. I was bom not a hundred yards from the spot where I now stand, 

and when a boy I sat night after night in a seat at the com er of the pit and saw 

Tyrone Power performing on these boards.^

Such a reception in Dublin, where he was lionized by the press and public alike, was 

undoubtedly important to him following his bankruptcy in England, and his harsh

 ̂The N ew  York production o f  Arrah-na-Pogue, that opened at N ib lo ’s Theatre on 12 July 1865, is 
not covered  in this chapter as it was not directly produced by Boucicault.
 ̂ F re em a n ’s Journal,  25 April 1864, p. 3.
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treatment by the London press, the previous year. Although Boucicault had amassed 

a large fortune from the production of The Colleen Bawn in America, England and 

Ireland, he had lost it in 1863 when his management of Astley’s Theatre in London 

failed. This failure was compounded when his plans to build a revolutionary new 

London theatre also collapsed. Boucicault’s five-month tenancy at Astley’s had been 

accompanied by an orchestrated campaign against him in the English national press, 

and by other theatre managers who were determined that he should not succeed in his 

daring new ventures. According to Fawkes, ‘Boucicault was being made to pay for 

having come back to London and having upset the system by demanding a royalty 

for his p l a y s I t  did not help his cause that in May 1863, at the very time he was 

trying to raise money, a court case opened that brought to light an affair between 

Boucicault and a young actress, Emily Thom e, who was married to a member of 

Boucicault’s Drury Lane company. While not directly involved in the proceedings, 

Boucicault was ridiculed in the press:

We shall not waste words by moralizing upon this scene, for it is one upon 

which there cannot be two opinions among people of average morality. The 

part played by Mr, Boucicault was one with which his experience of the stage 

must have made him feel familiar, but which does not cease to be infamous 

because it is ridiculous when acted in real life.^

Those who had been prepared to help him financially now withdrew their support, 

and Boucicault was forced to declare himself bankrupt in July 1863. He and Agnes

Richard Fawkes, Dion Boucicault, A Biography (London: Quartet Books, 1979), p. 144. The 
London success o f The Colleen Bawn had enabled Boucicault to demand royalty payments based on 
nightly box-office receipts, paving the way for other dramatists to make a living from writing alone.

The Times, 14 May 1863, p. 10.
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then undertook a very successful provincial tour that included the spring 1864 visit to 

Dublin. The Poor o f  New York was adapted for each English city on the tour, 

resulting in The Poor o f  Liverpool, The Poor o f Manchester, and so on. Such was the 

play’s popularity that the manager of the Princess’s theatre in London agreed to 

Boucicault’s further demand of half the profits, much to the horror of other London 

managers, and The Streets o f  London opened there on 1 August 1864. As described 

by Fawkes, Boucicault was back as London’s best-paid and most successful 

playwright just one year after his bankruptcy. However, Fawkes also points out that 

Boucicault had a low opinion of the play, and had wanted to return to London with a 

completely new work with which to impress London audiences and to silence his 

critics.

His second Irish play, Arrah-na-Pogue, would prove to be that new hit when it 

opened at the Princess’s the following March, but it appears to have had its genesis 

in Dublin in April 1864. Closing his final-night address at the Theatre Royal, 

Boucicault had expressed a hope to return soon with a new Irish play:

You are sending us away with our hearts full of joy and our pockets full of

money and I hope to be able to return soon with another Colleen Bawn.*^

Boucicault was back in Dublin with his new Irish play just six months after 

delivering this speech. The original prompt copy for the Dublin premiere shows that 

Arrah-na-Pogue was written during June, July and August 1864.’ The play was first

 ̂F re em a n ’s Journal,  25 April 1864, p. 3.
’ Front cover, dated in B oucicault’s hand, o f  Arrah-na-Pogue,  Theatre R oyal, Dublin, 1864 
promptbook. Harvard Theatre C ollection TS 3055.45.
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licensed on 26 September 1864 for performance at the Theatre Royal in Manchester.* 

This production never took place, and the premiere was instead staged at D ublin’s 

Theatre Royal the following month. This would seem to imply that Boucicault 

wanted to try out his new play on a provincial audience before opening in London, 

perhaps opting for Dublin due to his popularity in that city, and to the pledge he had 

made to its citizens.

A Dublin premiere

Regularly criticised by the London press for his self-promotion, Boucicault clearly 

understood the power of advertising and, more importantly, he knew how to use it 

effectively. In what was possibly a first for Dublin theatre advertising in the 

nineteenth century, a ‘teaser’ appeared on the front page of all of the main daily 

newspapers from 18 to 30 October 1864 displaying only the words ‘Arrah-na- 

Pogue’. While the New York newspapers had wondered at the exact meaning of 

‘Colleen Bawn’ prior to that play’s opening, they did at least know it was the title, 

and the New York Tribune expressed delight at finding an Irishman who could 

reliably translate: ‘We also learn from an enlightened Irishman -  all the dictionaries 

being at fault on this point -  that ‘Colleen Bawn’ means the White Maiden -  which 

discovery we announce with trium ph.’  ̂However, it seems that Dublin’s Daily 

Express found the words ‘Arrah-na-Pogue’ so strange that it did not even recognise 

them as a form of Irish;

For some weeks past the newspapers and every other available channel of 

advertising were put in requisition to bring prominently before the public

* Register o f  Lord Chamberlain Plays, 1 8 5 2 -1 8 6 5 , British Library Add. M S. 53703.
’ N ew  York Tribune, 30  March 1860, p. 8.
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gaze the, until lately, mysterious words, ‘Arrah-na-Pogue’. The strange 

language, and the absence of all explanatory appendix created no small 

enquiry, and at length, when public curiosity was at its height, further 

information was given.

However, it w asn’t just the unionist Daily Express that didn’t understand 

Boucicault’s title words. According to the Freem an’s Journal, even its Irish

speaking readers were at a loss to fully understand: ‘For some weeks past an 

advertisement containing the above three words has puzzled many of our readers. 

Those versed in the Irish language were alone able to afford some clue to their 

m eaning.’"  It would seem that the Irish language was as foreign and 

incomprehensible to Dublin citizens as to those of New York.

The teaser was extremely effective, and Boucicault and his play received extensive 

coverage once the mystery was finally revealed. By explaining that Arrah-na-Pogue 

meant Arrah of the kiss, the newspapers were actually highlighting the theme of 

rebellion that is central to the play. Arrah M eelish, the heroine, was named Arrah-na- 

Pogue after she had passed escape instructions to the imprisoned rebel leader, 

Beamish M acCoul, by means of a kiss. Boucicault had adapted the Irish word 

‘m ilis’, meaning ‘sweet’, for A rrah’s surname, suggesting both the sweetness of her 

character and the sweetness of her kiss. W riting in 1967, Sean McMahon describes 

the interest in Boucicault that year as a kind of Bouci-cult.'^ However, this

D aily  E xpress, 5 N ovem ber 1864, p. 3.
" F reem an ’s Journal, 5 N ovem ber 1864, p. 3.

Sean M cM ahon, ‘The W earing o f  the Green: The Irish P lays o f  D ion B oucicau lt’, E ire/Ireland  2 
(Sum m er 1967), 111.  The Shaughraun  had been produced by the Lyric Theatre Players in B elfast in 
D ecem ber 1966, and also had a successful run in D ublin ’s A bbey Theatre in 1967. Additionally, a 
B oucicault exhibition was held at the Dublin City Library in Pearse Street.
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expression also aptly describes the level of interest in Boucicault when Arrah-na- 

Pogue opened one hundred years previously. According to Fawkes, Boucicault 

‘became the idol of the Dublin public, cheered in the streets and visited in his hotel 

by well-wishers and people who just wanted to look at him ’.'^ Letters to the editor of 

the Irish Times complimented Boucicault for opening his new play in Dublin, while 

others complained about increased ticket prices at the Theatre Royal, at which prices 

even the London published Era baulked;

The ordinary prices of the Theatre were doubled, a circumstance which did 

not seem to affect the pit and gallery or the upper boxes, although for 

admission to the latter we thought three and sixpence rather a stiff figure.

The other theatres took advantage of this Bouci-cult gripping Dublin. The Colleen 

Bawn opened at the Prince of Wales Theatre, Fishamble Street, in advance of Arrah- 

na-Pogue opening at the Theatre Royal, and ran from 24 October to 12 November. A 

main attraction of the production was the use of real water instead of gauze for the 

water-cave scene. This production at the Prince of Wales overlapped with another at 

the Q ueen’s where The Colleen Bawn ran from 10 November until 19 November. 

Additionally, Boucicault presented The Colleen Bawn at the Theatre Royal for one 

week, 5 Decem ber to 10 December, during a break in Arrah-na-Pogue. The Colleen 

Bawn had clearly not lost its power to please Dublin audiences, and expectations 

were high that the new play would prove equally entertaining. The Freem an’s 

Journal likened the plays to two sisters:

Fawkes, Dion Boucicault, p. 155. 
Era, 13 November 1864, p. 10.

66



Arrah’s famous elder sister, The Colleen Bawn, has lost none of her power to 

please, and is the admired of all the frequenters of ‘the Q ueen’s,’ while Arrah 

na Pogue, the debutante, is making great conquests on ‘her first season out’ at 

‘the Royal.’ M r Boucicault has much reason to be proud of his two daughters, 

but as the elder sister is provided for and well to do in the world, we have 

only to wish the gentle Arrah the brilliant and prosperous career to which she 

is so eminently entitled.’^

As shown in Chapter 1, The Colleen Bawn had been hailed as the birth of a national 

drama in 1861, and now the Irish Times reinforced such sentiment in a lengthy first- 

night review of Arrah-na-Pogue\

A national drama is, perhaps, the most essential part of a national literature. It 

not only affords the evidence upon which the verdict of posterity will be 

based, but it sets a country and its people in their true aspect before those 

whose opinion is certainly more valuable to them than that of posterity -  the 

inhabitants of other lands. Yet, never was a country better abused by 

strangers than Ireland by its own dramatists. With the best and most abundant 

material for a true picture of national life and manners, they contented 

themselves with the success that is to be obtained by raising a laugh at the 

expense of their country. It is to their productions and not to the injustice of 

strangers, that we owe the disparaging estimate of the Celt which, until 

recently, prevailed in England. A thing of rags and tatters, of blunders and 

mischief-making, of noise and absurdity -  a compound at best of rollicking

Freeman's Journal, 15 November 1864, p. 3.
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good nature, impracticable obstinacy and effervescent courage, was the stage 

Irishman. If Mr Dion Boucicault did no other service, he rectified this 

ridiculously false impression of Irish character, and upon The Colleen Bawn 

he may fairly found a claim to the gratitude and support of Dublin 

playgoers.'*^

It is striking how acutely, and in what a tone of insecurity, an anxiety about how 

Ireland is regarded by other countries is expressed. An image is created of a 

community, if only the Unionist Irish Times readers, that is looking outwards for 

approval, looking for confirmation that they possess a sophisticated national drama, 

and that they are themselves a sophisticated race. However, the only country actually 

named is England, with no reference being made to America where the stage 

Irishman was equally stereotyped. Thus, it is how Irishmen are viewed by their ruling 

neighbour that causes most distress. This points to a form of identity crisis for the 

Irish and Anglo-Irish middle-class readers of the Irish Times. While other art forms 

could offer the basis of a national cultural identity that could cross religious, political 

and class boundaries, Irish drama, until Boucicault, failed to offer any representation 

of Ireland that was universally acceptable to the Irish. The close link that had always 

existed between the theatre and Dublin Castle was a contributing factor to this. 

According to Christopher Morash:

while almost every other aspect of Irish culture could claim an authenticating, 

pre-Conquest genealogy, the theatre in Ireland was not only lacking in

Irish Times, 8 November 1864, p. 3.
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antiquity, it was a cultural form introduced -  and, to a certain extent,

17maintained -  by the colonial administration in Ireland.

W hile The Colleen Bawn was seen as the basis for a new national drama, it had been 

first produced in New York and London, and it was now hoped that Dublin would 

replace these cities; ‘To establish Dublin as the head and fount of Irish drama seems 

to be a scheme of which the production of Arrah-na-Pogue seems to be the initiatory

Istep’. Dublin audiences were thrilled that Arrah-na-Pogue premiered in their city, 

their delight seeming to lie mainly in the fact that it came to Dublin before London. 

For once, Dublin could have first comment on the work of an international 

playwright, and, as the Nation declared, 'Arrah-na-Pogue did not come before a 

Dublin audience bearing the stamp of a London audience’s approval’.'^ As 

Dubliners, they were best able to judge the merits of Boucicault’s new work;

We believe that Mr Boucicault has acted wisely in seeking first to get the 

opinion of a Dublin audience expressed on his new drama, and if it meet with 

approval here, its fame will be fully and enduringly established, for the 

reason that once a Dublin audience stamps its approbation on a drama, or an

actor, or musician, we have never known an instance where it was not taken

20as a patent of success.

The Freem an’s Journal then cites several examples of artists achieving success in 

Dublin after suffering failure in London, most notably that of Handel and ‘his

Christopher Morash, ‘Irish Theatre’, in Joe Cleary and Claire Connolly (eds.). The Cambridge 
Companion to Modern Irish Culture (Cambridge; Cambridge University Press, 2005), p. 323. 

Freeman's Journal, 5 November 1864, p. 3.
Nation, 12 November 1864, p. 183.
Freeman’s Journal, 1 November 1864, p. 3.
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composition “The M essiah”, the grandest achievement of musical genius, first 

appreciated by the good people of Dublin after it had fallen dead and cold on a 

London audience’. (It was, perhaps, not lost on the audience that The Colleen Bawn 

was running at the Prince of W ales Theatre, formerly the Fishamble Street Music 

Hall where The M essiah  was performed in 1748.) Desired, or perceived, superiority 

over London is also demonstrated by the Irish Times which regarded the Dublin 

premiere as a sort of consultative approach undertaken by Boucicault with the people 

of Dublin: ‘In short, Arrah-na-Pogue will be found to be thoroughly worthy of the 

reputation of the dramatist who has given the best proof of his confidence in the 

Dublin public by seeking their verdict before he obtains that of a London 

audience’. '̂

Arrah-na-Pogue was advertised in Dublin as ‘an entirely new and original Irish

22drama’. The word ‘Irish’ is predominant in the playbill; ‘Irish scenery! Irish homes! 

Irish hearts!’ is printed in large letters to reinforce the national subject matter of the

23new play. The action of the play was said to take place among ‘beautiful and 

fam iliar  scenery’ which included Glendalough by moonlight with St Kevin’s Abbey 

and the round tower, Laragh, and Killiney Bay. '̂* According to the Freem an’s 

Journal, the opening at Glendalough was so impressive that ‘as a work of art this 

scene would almost be entitled to a special notice’. In a further review, the

Irish Tim es, 1 N ovem ber 1864, p. 3.
F reem an's Journal, 31 October 1864, p. 1.
Playbill for A rrah-na-P ogue, 10 N ovem ber 1864, Trinity C o llege  D ublin Library. Copy attached as 

A ppendix 3.
Ibid. M y italics.
F reem an’s Journal, 8 N ovem ber 1864, p. 3. M ichael Booth points out that in the Victorian period 

‘the art o f  the stage and the art o f  the studio were c lose ly  related’, and that many scene painters 
becam e significant artists. M ichael R. Booth, ‘Irish Landscape in the Victorian Theatre’, in Andrew  
Carpenter (ed .), P lace  P erson a lity  a n d  the Irish W riter (Gerrards Cross, Bucks.: Colin Sm ythe, 1977),
p. 160.
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Freem an’s Journal attested to the play’s thorough Irish credentials, demonstrating a 

remarkable anticipation of the cultural nationalist term of praise ‘racy of the soil’:

The most remarkable feature of the new play is its Irishism. It is redolent of 

the sod. From the reckless Beamish and the punctilious O ’Grady to the 

simple-hearted Shaun and the grief-stricken Grannya, there is not a character, 

a movement, nor a speech that is not Irish, even to the fidelity o f a

Oftphotograph.

In the same way that modem cinema and television audiences are excited to see local 

and familiar landscapes on the screen, Dubliners were thrilled to see Wicklow, their 

neighbouring county, on the stage. However, while the playbill attested to the play’s 

Irishness, it also reassures theatre goers that they would witness the highest London 

production standards. The W icklow scenery was by F. Lloyds of the Princess’s, one 

of London’s leading scene painters, and the arrangement of Irish airs was by Oscar 

Byme of her M ajesty’s and Drury Lane theatres. So while Arrah-na-Pogue 

premiered in Dublin, it had all the prestige of a London metropolitan theatrical 

production.

Boucicault wrote Arrah-na-Pogue at a time when the Fenians had upwards of 50,000 

supporters, and were so confident of support nationally that they were planning a 

rising for the following year.^^ By setting the play in 1798, Boucicault evoked the 

revolutionary spirit of that year and all its connotations while avoiding direct links to 

contemporary politics. Beamish MacCoul, the rebel hero of the drama, had returned

Freem an’s Journal, 12 November 1864, p. 3.
R. F. Foster, Modern Ireland 1600-1972  (London: Penguin, 1988), p. 394.
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to Ireland, as part of General Hum bert’s forces, from exile in France. Several 

references are made to the enforcement of martial law, and to the threat of execution 

hanging over Arrah for sheltering Beamish in her home. However, in both versions 

of the play Beamish has actually been pardoned albeit unbeknownst to himself. Thus 

he has all the glamour associated with the status of rebel without any of the stigma of 

active rebellion. He is idolised by his supporters, including Arrah and Shaun, not for 

his role in the uprising but for his inherent kindness and decency, particularly in his 

role of landlord. Even though a reward of £500 was offered for Beamish, none of his 

men betrayed him, and he distributes the rents from his own lands that he has 

claimed from the debt collector among them. As a child, Beamish had been fostered 

to Arrah’s mother, and when an adult he had thanked her by giving her a new home 

rent free. He is thus portrayed as a Robin Hood figure who addresses the injustice of 

the ruling administration by distributing money to those in society who really need it. 

Boucicault’s political evasiveness in his treatment of Beamish MacCoul is repeated 

in his creation of Robert Ffolliott, the Fenian hero of The Shaughraim, both 

characters demonstrating a shared class, exile, and dispossession from their land, but 

an equally vague status as ‘rebel’.

In the Dublin version o f Arrah-na-Pogue, events come to a climax as Colonel 

O ’Grady, Beamish and other Irishmen fortify O ’G rady’s house while M ajor Coffin 

and his troops prepare to attack in order to capture Beamish. However, before any 

shot is fired, Arrah arrives with proof of Beam ish’s pardon, and the situation is 

resolved. The Irish Times, the Nation and the Freem an’s Journal all refer to the 

setting of 1798 as a troubled time in Irish politics: ‘The plot is laid among the 

romantic scenery of the county of W icklow, the time being immediately after the
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28insurrection of ’98, when the country was still in a very disturbed state’. In contrast, 

the staunchly Unionist Daily Express does not specify the date and reports only that 

‘The scene is laid in ticklish tim es’. A p a r t  from these brief comments, the 1798 

setting carried no impact and the press records no political aspect to the reception of 

the Dublin version of the play.^°

W hile Arrah-na-Pogue was an undoubted hit in Dublin, it does not appear to have 

been embraced to quite the same extent as The Colleen Bawn. The reviews lack a 

heartfelt intensity, and instead focus in great detail on the plot and production details. 

This is perhaps not surprising given that the plot was complicated, to the extent that 

Boucicault rewrote it for the later London version. Shaun and Arrah clearly did not 

move audiences as much as Eily and Myles had done, and Agnes and Boucicault did 

not win the same level of praise as they had for the earlier roles. However,

Boucicault was the hero of the day for choosing to premiere Arrah-na-Pogue in 

Dublin, regardless o f its dramatic merits. Where Dublin newspapers could usually 

only confirm or contradict the merits of a play already reviewed by the London press, 

the Freem an’s Journal could then declare that Boucicault’s new Irish play ‘goes 

forth with the stamp of the high approval of one of the most enlightened and 

appreciative audiences in the world’.

N ation , 12 N ovem ber 1864, p. 183.
D a ily  E xpress, 8 N ovem ber 1864, p. 3.
Interestingly, when the Boucicaults opened in B elfast im m ediately after their D ublin run, they 

appeared at the Theatre R oyal in the tried and trusted favourite The C olleen  Bawn. W hile it is possible  
\h3X A rrah -na-P ogue  may been considered politically unacceptable in Belfast, no evidence attests to 
such a scenario. Instead, it may well have been a matter o f  giving the audience what they wanted. As 
the N orthern Whig pointed out, m ost people were familiar with The C olleen Bawn  which had been  
presented many tim es in B elfast, but really wanted to see B oucicault star in it. B elfast audiences must 
have been severely disappointed when Boucicault withdrew from the play when A gnes becam e ill.

F reem an ’s Journal, 8 N ovem ber 1864, p. 3.

73



Command night at the Theatre Royal

M orash’s claim that, ‘No matter how Irish its subject matter, the theatre, as a forrn, 

was never going to fit comfortably into a definition of Irishness that demanded an 

ancient Gaelic pedigree’, is certainly borne out by the command night o f Arrah-na- 

Pogue that took place on 25 November.^^ According to the Daily Express, a 

command night at the theatre in 1864 was ‘an event of [such] rare importance’, and 

on this occasion it was doubly so as the new Lord Lieutenant and his wife. Lord and 

Lady Wodehouse, were making their first Dublin public appearance.

The level of ceremony that took place both inside and outside the theatre is striking, 

and the arrival of the Lord Lieutenant was a greater theatrical event than Arrah-na- 

Pogue itself. The extensive entourage was accompanied by an escort of the 11"’ 

Hussars, and 100 men of the 49*'’ Regiment, accompanied by the regimental band, 

formed a guard of honour outside the theatre. The national anthem, ‘God Save The 

Queen’, was played as the couple alighted from their carriage, and was then sung by 

members of the chorus once they had gained their box. It was sung again at the end 

of the night as they left the theatre. The streets were thronged with well-wishers, and 

they received a rapturous reception from the audience, described by the Freem an’s 

Journal as a ‘really Irish welcom e’.̂ "* If Dublin Castle was trying to impress, events 

inside the Theatre Royal were equally planned to impress the new Lord Lieutenant, 

as was noted by the Daily Express:

Morash, ‘Irish Theatre’, p. 323.
Daily Express, 26 November 1864, p. 3. 
Freem an’s Journal, 26 November 1864, p. 4
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His Excellency was dressed in the W indsor uniform, with the ribbon and 

collar of the Order of St. Patrick. A rich velvet drapery, with the arms and 

motto of his Excellency emblazoned on a maroon ground, was suspended in 

front of the seat occupied by the Vice regal party, the Royal Arms on a blue 

ground, being suspended from above. The entire display was well calculated 

to impress the Lord Lieutenant favourably with regard to those over whom he 

has come in a sense to govern.

Like the Daily Express, the Dublin Evening Post used the success of the command 

night to promote the cause of Dublin Castle, defending it against criticism from 

Home Rulers:

Those individuals who of late years have been urging the abolition of the 

Vice Regal Court, and adducing, among many other arguments, the 

extraordinary one that the Court causes no circulation of money in our city, 

would have met with a complete refutation in witnessing the brilliant display 

of fashion exhibited last evening: and on national grounds also we feel proud 

of the marked respect which was paid Lady W odehouse on this her first 

public appearance amongst her countrymen.

National pride is also to the fore in the Freem an’s Journal:

D aily  E xpress, 26  N ovem ber 1864, p. 3.
D ublin E vening P ost, 26  N ovem ber 1864. Cutting in file on the Earl o f  Kimberley 18 6 4 -6 6  in 

Larcom M anuscripts, National Library o f  Ireland M S 7507. This review  is the on ly  item about Arrah- 
n a-P ogue  to be found in the file  on Lord W odehouse (or the Earl o f  Kim berley as he was to becom e) 
in the extensive papers o f  the Under-Secretary to the Lord Lieutenant o f  the tim e. Sir Thomas Larcom.
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Patrick’s Day immediately followed the anthem, and during its performance 

by the band the Lord Lieutenant and Lady Wodehouse continued standing, a 

fact which caused a most uproarious renewal of all the greetings which had 

welcomed them to the national theatre. The piece was, of course, national, 

essentially national -  national in every aspect and detail -  Boucicault’s clever 

drama of Arrah-na-Pogue.

The command night, and its press coverage, illustrates the dichotomy that existed at 

the heart of Irish social and cultural life. What was considered to be Ireland’s 

national theatre operated under a royal patent, and was attended by royalty or its 

representatives. The name, structure and decor of the theatre testified to its royal 

patronage. The rapturous welcome given to the new Lord Lieutenant and his wife 

evoked national pride. Lord Wodehouse wore the W indsor uniform that displayed an 

emblem of the Order of Saint Patrick, and ‘God Save the Q ueen’ was followed by 

‘Patrick’s D ay’. That Lord Wodehouse remained standing for the rendition of the 

Irish song can be seen as his acknowledgement of the existence of an Irish national 

identity beyond its role in the Union. The entertainment for the evening, Arrah-na- 

Pogue, dramatised one of the most famous occasions of Irish resistance to British 

rule, and yet nobody appears to have been fazed. The command night was probably 

the only night during Boucicault’s stay in Dublin that he was upstaged by somebody 

else, and at that it took the highest ranking person in the country, an Englishman, to 

do so.

Freeman's Journal, 26 November 1864, p. 4.
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The description of ‘national’ in this context clearly does not pertain to an aspiration 

to an Irish drama and theatre that is free of all English connection and influence, and 

that examines Irish national identity. Rather it is used to differentiate Irish drama 

from previous representations of the Irish on the London stage, and it is crucially 

important that such drama gains English approval. Arm h-na-Pogue  was regarded as 

national only in so far as it improved the lot of the stage Irishman within a British 

context. Even though set in 1798, no aspect of nationalism, in terms of self- 

determination, featured in the play’s reception. Even the highly nationalistic Nation 

focussed on the fact that the play had come to Dublin before London, rather than 

discussing its political content. And it is not without irony that the Dublin Evening 

Post used the command night to promote the cause of the new Lord Lieutenant, 

given that the play is set during one of the most significant times in the history of 

Irish nationalism. It would seem that Dublin’s subservient role to London shaped 

Irish identity to such an extent that rather than seek a truly national drama that 

reflected Irish issues and identity, Dubliners were content with a national drama that 

furthered their cause within the colonial relationship with England. W hile they 

desired to distinguish themselves from the English, they also desired to ape them. 

Thus there was no incongruity perceived in a play set in 1798 being performed by 

royal command in a theatre enjoying royal patronage.^*

‘Plays are not written; they are rewritten’

Boucicault’s frequent assertion, allegedly, that ‘plays are not written; they are 

rew ritten’ was certainly borne out by Arrah-na-Pogue. Fawkes writes of the revised 

version that, ‘Apart from dropping the last-act duel and condensing the plot, the

It w ill be show n in Chapter 4 that som e Irish in Am erica held a different v iew , and rejected the 
notion that any drama performed under such conditions could be considered national.
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major alteration for London was the inclusion of a ‘sensation’ scene in which Shaun

39escapes from prison by climbing the ivy-covered tower w all’. However, this is not 

entirely accurate: the version that opened at the Princess’s in London on 22 March 

1865 had been substantially altered. Interestingly, the last page of the Dublin 

manuscript shows Boucicault’s initial outline for the London version. On it he has 

jotted down a breakdown of new scenes and acts which is nearly identical to that 

which played in London. He reduced the number of scenes from fourteen to twelve, 

and increased the number of characters from fourteen to eighteen.

The biggest plot alteration was the removal of the character Grannya, which resulted 

in a more condensed and streamlined plot. In the opening scene of the Dublin 

version, the debt collector, MacNally, had recognised Beamish MacCoul. In order to 

protect Beamish, his men put a sack over M acNally’s head and bound it around his 

waist. He was then handed over to Grannya, an old woman who had lost her wits 

when her son had been executed. Grannya, however, believes her son is still alive 

and is in hiding in a flooded mine called the Lost River. To induce her to mind 

MacNally, she is told that her son is actually inside the sack and that the legs she can 

see belong to a man who is looking for him. Grannya then drags M acNally to the 

Lost River. When MacNally does not appear for several days he is considered dead 

by the authorities, so that in this version of Arrah-na-Pogue Shaun is on trial for both 

robbery and murder. The very long opening scene of the third act features Arrah 

searching for Grannya and MacNally. In rescuing MacNally, Arrah discovers that he 

is the bearer, and concealer, of Beam ish’s pardon. On stage an underground river 

burst through the walls of the disused mine carrying Grannya to her death while

Fawkes, Dion Boucicault, p. 157.
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Arrah and MacNally manage to survive by clinging to a rock. Boucicault was a 

master of stage craft but this scene must have taxed even the best of stage carpenters. 

The description of the opening of the scene (in Boucicault’s hand) reads:

The Lost River. Through a deep and craggy throat in the mountains is seen 

the sloping bed of a stream. On reaching the foreground it tumbles into a 

great cavernous pit, which occupies the entire width of the stage. Access is 

obtained to the rear of this pit by means of ledges of rocks which form broken 

stepping stones to a platform or shelf of rock nearly, C. and overhanging the 

abyss. The fume of the waters from the Lost River rises from the pit below in 

a thin blueish mist. A long gallery or cavern is seen in perspective behind the 

shelf, and leading away into another [?]'^°

Undoubtedly aware from the Dublin reception that Shaun did not hold the same 

appeal for audiences as Myles-na-Coppaleen, in the revised version Boucicault 

imbued the character with more interest. Shaun’s role in the court scene was 

expanded, and where in Dublin he had been released once Beamish had admitted to 

the offence, he received no such grace in London and was condemned to death. The 

sensation scene that Boucicault added, in which Shaun escapes from prison, proved 

to be one of the play’s greatest attractions in London. The relationship between 

Arrah and Shaun was made more central to the action, and the dropping of the 

Grannya plot enabled Boucicault to have Arrah present at Shaun’s trial, thus lending 

it an air of heightened pathos.

Arrah-na-Pogue, 1864 promptbook.
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In addition to Grannya, Boucicault dropped most of the final act, replacing it with 

Shaun’s escape and a very significant scene set in Dublin Castle. The writing of this 

highly effective comic scene may well have been influenced by the presence of the 

new Lord Lieutenant in Dublin. Boucicault creates an image of Ireland as a 

troublesome baby of English parents:

Winterbottom: Shall I wait hup, my lord?

Secretary: By no means. You will get no rest at all.

Winterbottom: No Hinglishman hexpects hanny, my lord, in this

country. It keeps us hall hup, and continually deprives 

Hingland of her natural rest.”̂'

These and many other plot changes resulted in a work that was tighter, more 

concentrated, and more comically effective. But there were also other smaller 

changes that can be seen to affect the overall tone and sentiment of the play. The 

opening scene is the same in both versions, and in setting it Boucicault used potent 

symbols of romantic Ireland: ‘Glenda Lough; Moonlight. The Ruins of St. K evin’s 

Abbey, the Round Tower, the Ruined Cemetery, the Lake and Mountains beyond’ 

{AP, Act I, p. 113). This image of Ireland is linked to its early Christian and mythic 

heritage, and thus has no links to Britain or to British political rule. Luke Gibbons 

writes of this scenery in Arrah-na-Pogue that:

A rrah-na-P ogue, in David Krause (ed.), The D olm en B oucicault (Dublin: D olm en Press, 1964), act 
3, p. 158. All further references to the play refer to this edition and are abbreviated to A P.
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Awe-inspiring, elemental landscape is not a manifestation of natural, still less 

supernatural forces, but of political incomprehension: the deceptive ease of 

access to Irish life provided by Boucicault’s apparent realism is offset by his 

insistence on making both landscape and character more impervious to the 

gaze of the outsider.*^^

In the Dublin version, Beamish and his men encounter the rent collector, MacNally, 

steal his money and release him into the charge of Grannya. For the London version, 

Boucicault sullies this beautiful and romanticised backdrop with the presence of a 

nearby army camp. Beam ish’s encounter with the English sergeant underlines the 

fact that the money he stole was actually the rents from his own estate of which he 

had been stripped when convicted by the British authorities. Thus the landscape takes 

on a different meaning, imbued with a further layer of political significance.

‘The Wearing of the Green’

One of the most significant changes made by Boucicault for the London production 

was the inclusion of his version of the rebel song, ‘The W earing of the Green’, in 

which death by hanging is a central theme. In the Dublin version of the play it is 

made clear that Ireland is under martial law, and there are three separate references to 

punishment by hanging, while in the London rewrite the image of death by hanging 

is more prominent and is referred to sixteen times. To date there has been some 

confusion as to whether ‘The W earing of the Green’ sung by Shaun (played by 

Boucicault) to his wedding guests formed part of the Dublin production. Given the 

lyrics of Boucicault’s version, it would be easy to accept John M cCormick’s claim

Luke G ibbons, ‘R om anticism , R ealism  and Irish C inem a’, in K evin Rockett, Luke Gibbons, and 
John H ill, C inem a an d  Ireland  (London: Routledge, 1988), p. 214.
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that ‘the song that most appealed to the Dublin audience was a version of “The 

Wearing of the Green”, an insurgent song of 1798.... It took some effrontery to sing 

“The W earing of the Green” from the Dublin stage’.B o u c ic a u l t ’s version of the 

ballad is certainly highly subversive and is a powerful demonstration of patriotism 

and overt anti-British feeling. Thus it would be equally easy to accept M orash’s 

claim, contradicting M cCormick, that Arrah-na-Pogue is ‘particularly interesting for 

it originally contained a rebel ballad, “The W earing of the Green”, to which Dublin 

Castle objected when the play arrived in Ireland in 1864’.'̂ '̂  The reality was, in fact, 

somewhat different, as the Dublin version did not contain the song at all.

‘The W earing of the Green’ appears to have been first published as ‘Green on My 

Cape’ in 1802 in commemoration of 1798, and many different versions of the lyrics 

exist.'*^ The first line of Boucicault’s musical score for his version of the song, as 

reproduced in French’s edition of Arrah-na-Pogue, matches the music of a version of 

a song titled ‘The W earing of the Green’ that was published in the Citizen in January 

1841.“̂*’ Ireland’s most popular songbook of nationalist sentiment in the nineteenth- 

century, The Spirit o f  the Nation, was first published, by the Nation, in 1843. It 

contained a ballad, ‘Up for the Green’, that was to be accompanied by the air ‘The 

Wearing of the G reen’.'*̂  When Boucicault Arrah-na-Pogue in Dublin, the

musical air ‘The W earing of the Green’ clearly would have been well known as an 

accompaniment to political ballads in its own right.

John McCormick, Dion Boucicault (Cambridge and Alexandria, VA: Chadwyck- 
Healey, 1987), pp. 39-40.
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Press, 2002), pp. 91-92 .

James J. Fuld, The Book o f  World-Famous Music: Classical, Popular and Folk (New York: Dover
Publications, 1995), p. 628.
46

Georges Denis Zimmermann, Songs o f  Irish Rebellion: Irish Political Street Ballads and Rebel 
Songs, 1780-1900  (Dublin and Portland, OR: Four Courts Press, 2002), p. 170.

The Spirit o f  the Nation (Dublin: James Duffy, 1845), p. 118.
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In his version of the song Boucicault depicts the ruHng country as a cruel tyrant who 

has reduced Ireland to a state of acute distress. The shamrock and Saint Patrick, those 

symbols of Ireland so lovingly evoked in The Colleen Bawn, have been banished by 

England. In their place Ireland must sport ‘England’s cruel red’ representing tyranny 

and bloodshed. Boucicault insults the English flag at a time when Britain was close 

to the height of her imperial power and he undermines the British Constitution by 

implying that true freedom exists only in America. In a prophetic vision of events 

that would take place in 1867, and which would result in the supposed banning of the 

song, Boucicault claims that the English are ‘hanging men and women for the 

wearing of the green’:

‘The W earing of the G reen’

0  Paddy dear, and did you hear the news that’s going round?

The shamrock is forbid by law to grow on Irish ground;

St. Patrick’s Day no more w e’ll keep, his colours can’t be seen,

For there’s a bloody law again the wearing of the green.

481 met with Napper Tandy, and he took me by the hand,

And he said, ‘H ow’s poor old Ireland, and how does she stand?’

She’s the most distressful country that ever yet was seen.

They are hanging men and women for the wearing of the green.

Then since the colour we must wear is England’s cruel red.

Sure Ireland’s sons will ne’er forget the blood that they have shed.

[Napper Tandy (1 7 4 0 -1 8 0 3 ), United Irishman.]
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You may take the shamrock from your hat and cast it on the sod,

But ’twill take root and flourish there, though under foot ’tis trod.

When law can stop the blades of grass from growing as they grow,

And when the leaves in summer-time their verdure dare not show,

Then I will change the colour that I wear in my caubeen,

But till that day, please God, I ’ll stick to wearing of the green.

But if at last our colour should be tom from Ireland’s heart,

Her sons with shame and sorrow from the dear old isle will part;

I ’ve heard a whisper of a country that lies beyond the sea 

Where rich and poor stand equal in the light of freedom’s day.

O Erin, must we leave you, driven by a tyrant’s hand?

Must we ask a m other’s blessing from a strange and distant land?

Where the cruel cross of England shall nevermore be seen.

And where, please God, w e’ll live and die still wearing of the green.

{AP, act 1, pp. 1 3 3 ^ )

While the original prompt copy for the Dublin production contains in full the first 

song sung by Shaun, ‘Open the Dure Softly’, it does not give a title or lyrics for the 

song sung by Shaun at his wedding to A rra h .H o w e v e r , the playbill for the Dublin

Arrah-na-Pogue, 1864 promptbook. It is important to note that Shaun’s song ‘Open The Door 
Softly’ would have been known to Dublin audiences as the melody o f ‘She Is Far From The Land’, 
Thomas M oore’s song about Robert Emmet’s love, Sarah Curran. Shaun sings it to Arrah, through the 
keyhole o f her cottage, at the start o f the second scene (in both versions o f the play), and its melody 
radically changes the way the scene can be read. At one level, it is a domestic scene between two 
lovers anticipating their wedding later that day. However, the melody is suggestive o f the political 
setting o f the play, and hints to the concealment o f  Beamish inside Arrah’s cottage, although 
unbeknownst to Shaun. In creating an image o f the doomed relationship between Emmet and Sarah
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production lists all the music and songs, and includes not ‘The W earing of the Green’ 

but ‘Ough gurrum gurrum hoo’ [sic].^° The review in the Freem an’s Journal 

confirms that this was the song to which Shaun treated his wedding guests in the 

Dublin production.^' It is additionally of note that the Unionist newspapers did not 

mention the song, particularly the Daily Express editorial which regularly 

condemned the publication of nationalist songs and poetry, most notably in the 

Nation. In one of its regular attacks on the Fenians and the organisation’s newspaper, 

the Irish People, it found that ‘The Fenian poetry is as highly flavoured as its prose -  

redolent of treason and com m unism ’.E x a m p le s  are then given which are, if 

anything, far less incendiary than Boucicault’s lyrics. O f Arrah-na-Pogue, the Daily 

Express only noted that ‘the music includes several of the most beautiful Irish airs’. 

Finally, there is no official record of any form of complaint or censorship about 

either the song or the play.^“*

W hile the lyrics of ‘The Wearing of the Green’ were not sung in the original Dublin 

production, the melody may have been played as part of the musical score. The 

Dublin manuscript contains notes about the accompanying music, in Boucicault’s 

hand, alongside the play text. Beside one part of the court scene, in which O ’Grady 

defies Coffin by pledging to protect Beamish, a note reads, ‘The wearing of the green

Curran, it also suggests the toll that rebellion w ill take on the relationships betw een Shaun and Arrah, 
and B eam ish and Fanny Pow er prior to the resolution o f  the play.

Playbill for A rrah-na-P ogue, 10 N ovem ber 1864.
F reem an ’s Journal, 8 N ovem ber 1864, p. 3.
D a ily  E xpress, 22 D ecem ber 1864, p. 3.
Ibid., 8 N ovem ber 1864, p. 3.
C h ief Crown Solicitors Papers, 1 8 5 9 -1 8 6 9 , National A rchives o f  Ireland. The issue o f  seditious 

music first appears in the Fenian F iles com piled by D ublin Castle in March 1866 (National A rchives 
o f  Ireland, Fenian F iles 6314R  (Carton 10)). The Larcom M anuscripts (National Library o f  Ireland) 
contain an article from the D aily  E xpress o f  25 Septem ber 1865 about a wom an being arrested for 
singing a seditious ballad (1865 Fenian Supplem ent (Letters), M S 7688).
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pizzicato with a tremolo [acc?]’.̂  ̂ It would appear that Boucicault chose to use this 

musical accompaniment to heighten a moment of Irish resistance to British authority, 

but it is important to note that this entire manuscript page is heavily crossed out. 

While it is impossible to know whether the editing took place before or after Dublin, 

evidence suggests that it may have been prior to the premiere. The previous page of 

the manuscript is also crossed out but not to the same extent, and ‘The fair maid of 

W icklow’ is written beside some of the surviving text.^^ The Dublin playbill, listing 

the music ‘Incidental to the Piece’, includes ‘The Maid of W icklow’ but not ‘The 

Wearing of the Green’. ‘The Wearing of the G reen’, in fact, was never sung in 

Dublin.

London, March 1865

Boucicault increased and developed his own role in Arrah-na-Pogue significantly for 

the London production. Shaun now got to sing ‘The Wearing of the Green’ instead of 

‘Ough gurrum gurrum hoo’ to his wedding guests. He held centre stage during the 

court scene, upstaging M ajor Coffin, and also made a spectacular escape from prison. 

One clear result of the rewriting was that the play became more nationalistic in 

sentiment, and in these new scenes Boucicault placed himself as the agent of Irish 

defiance of British authority. Arrah-na-Pogue opened at the Princess’s on 22 March 

1865, and proved to be the hit of the London season, running for 164 nights. 

Boucicault’s rewriting of his own role clearly paid off, for these particular scenes 

proved to be some of the most popular. M cCormick’s claim that Boucicault’s 

rendition of ‘The W earing of the Green’, ‘caused some protest on the opening night 

at the Princess’s’, is called into question by the opening night review in the Era:

Arrah-na-Pogue, 1864 promptbook.
Ibid.
Playbill for Arrah-na-Pogue, 10 November 1864.
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The rebel’s song, “The W earing of the Green”, is admirably rendered by Mr 

Boucicault and stirs the heart like the sound of a trumpet. The characteristic 

jig, for which the bam door is brought down as a platform, is full of national 

spirit.^*

In what can be considered a rave review, the Era took equal enjoyment from the 

court scene:

The vindication of the priority of the Hibernian tongue (sic!) in ‘Shaun’ not 

being Irish for ‘John’ but ‘John’ being English for ‘Shaun’ was a sally 

received with roars of laughter, and equally happy is the characteristic remark 

of the O ’Grady, who finds for the prisoner on the ground of the eloquence of 

the defence.

In an equally long and positive review, the Daily Telegraph particularly praised 

Boucicault’s acting, Shaun’s escape, and the scenery, but still held that the new play 

‘will not probably attain the exceptional popularity of the Colleen Baw n’.̂  ̂

Commenting on the scenery, it focused on its romantic aspects: ‘The gloomy lake 

and the dark and broken hills, with which the ivied towers and crumbling arches 

seem to have a mysterious affinity, well prepare the spectator for some strange 

events.’^' It was not common practice in 1865 for the Illustrated London News to 

reproduce scenes from dramas, but in July it carried a half-page illustration of the

McCormick, Dion Boucicault, p. 40. Era, 26 March 1865, p. 11.
Era, 26 March 1865, p. 11.
Daily Telegraph, 23 March 1865, p. 3.
Ibid.
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opening scene, again described in romantic terms in the accompanying article. 

English audiences clearly regarded such scenery as characteristic of the Irish 

landscape, and according to Gibbons Boucicault’s apparently realistic settings 

afforded them ‘a prospect of release and wild passions, mingled with feelings of fear 

and apprehension’.*̂^

During the long run of Arrah-na-Pogue, extraordinary political events took place in 

Ireland that resulted in a seismic shift in the coverage of Irish affairs by the London 

press. In the spring and summer of 1865, Dublin was portrayed as a city that took 

pride in its union with England. In March, the Illustrated London News gave a lot of 

space to the recent restoration of Saint Patrick’s Cathedral, illustrating one of its 

covers with the reopening ceremony. The Dublin International Exhibition opened on 

9 May, and both the intense preparation and the exhibition were covered by all the 

London press. Illustrations of the exhibition dominated the Illustrated London News, 

most of which showcased Ireland’s happy relationship with England, largely 

ignoring any Irish aspects of the event. Thus details such as the installation of 

historic English canons got extensive coverage, while the best of the coverage, 

including extendable double pages, was dedicated to the royal patronage of the event. 

The two highlights were the official opening by the Prince of Wales, and the ball in 

his honour held at the Mansion House. One illustration of the ball shows the Prince 

and his party on an elevated dais receiving a long queue of Irish subjects. The dais 

was crowned with the Royal arms which was flanked on either side by a huge V and 

R (evoking the interior of Dublin’s Theatre Royal during the production of Arrah-na-

Illustra ted  London N ew s, 8 July 1865, p. 25. C opy attached as Appendix 4. 
Gibbons, ‘R om anticism , R ealism  and Irish C inem a’, p. 214.



Pogue). The Illustrated London News regarded the exhibition as an opportunity for 

Ireland to gain some self-respect, albeit on a temporary basis:

W hatever will legitimately minister to Ireland’s self-respect should be 

warmly w elcom ed.... Perhaps, too, she is to be congratulated on being 

wholly absorbed for the time being by an object which will divert her 

attention from her own condition and give her a taste of the w orld’s homage 

and praise. As hostess on so great an occasion, she will naturally experience a 

glow of self-respect -  a temporary exhilaration as much needed as, no doubt, 

it will prove beneficial.

By autumn the image of Ireland as content and peaceful was shattered. While 

Boucicault was singing ‘The Wearing of the G reen’, and escaping from prison every 

night on the London stage, the Fenians were planning a rising for 20 September, the 

anniversary of Robert Em m et’s execution in 1803. The ending of the American Civil 

W ar in April had improved the prospects for a rising as former American officers 

travelled to Ireland. However, the plan was discovered and the office of the Irish 

People in Dublin was raided on 15 September. Many were arrested, but the leader of 

the Fenians, James Stephens, managed to avoid capture until November. He made a 

daring escape from prison two weeks later. British warships were stationed off the 

Irish coast to intercept any American vessels that might be carrying volunteers. 

Habeas Corpus was suspended, permitting the detention without trial of suspected 

Fenians, and approximately 150 courts martial were held. Once again the London

^  Illustrated London News, 13 May 1865, p. 445.
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press was full of the Irish question, including Punch for whom the Fenians provided 

plenty of fodder for satire.

Unlike Ireland, England did have a formal system of theatre censorship, and all plays 

had to be submitted to the Lord Cham berlain’s censor for licensing. Given the 

subversive tone of the lyrics, it is surprising that ‘The Wearing of the G reen’ was not 

removed by the censor, W illiam Bodham Donne, when it was submitted for 

licensing, or at a later date given the subsequent political e v e n ts .H o w e v e r, D onne’s 

correspondence with the Lord Chamberlain reveals that Arrah-na-Pogue was 

actually unlicensed when it opened on 22 March. It was Donne’s standard practice, 

having approved a play, to submit the licence, enclosed in a letter, to the Lord 

Chamberlain for his signature. On 31 March, nine days after the play’s opening, 

Donne wrote to the Lord Chamberlain of the day, the Right Honourable Viscount 

Sydney:

I have the honour to enclose for your Lordship’s signature the Licences for 

the undemamed theatrical entertainments, viz Arrah-na-Pogue -  Drama -  3 

acts: Always Intended -  Comedietta -  1 act. The former, which has been 

playing for several nights, is in all essential respects a new version of a piece 

already licensed. I have read the present [?] improved Mss -  and find it quite 

unobjectionable. I issued the licence to [?] the play as it is now acted.^^

John Russell Stephens, The Censorship o f  English Drama 1824-1901  (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1980), p. 30. Arrah-na-Pogue was actually a favourite o f Donne’s, who was the 
Lord Chamberlain’s Examiner o f Plays from 1849 to 1874. When asked to name the plays which he 
thought might survive from the first two-thirds o f  the nineteenth century, he listed only seven. These 
included The Colleen Bawn and Arrah-na-Pogue.
^  Letter from William Bodham Donne to the Lord Chamberlain, 31 March 1865, British National 
Archives LC l/153.
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Donne was clearly referring to the September 1864 licence issued to the first version 

of Arrah-na-Pogue for production in Manchester.^^ It would seem that the good 

working relationship the two men enjoyed enabled Boucicault to take such a liberty. 

Donne was clearly a fan of Boucicault’s work, and respected his professional 

opinion. In fact, Boucicault had written a very long and detailed response to Donne, 

on the subject of the bill to amend the laws relating to theatre and other places of 

public amusement, on 30 March, the day before Arrah-na-Pogue was licensed.^*

It is not insignificant that Donne informed the Lord Chamberlain that he had read the 

improved manuscript of Arrah-na-Pogue, and issued the licence to the play as then 

acted, for the copy of the play submitted to Donne differed from the version that was 

actually playing at the Princess’s. The hand-written copy of the play submitted to the 

Lord Cham berlain’s office does not actually contain the words of the ‘The Wearing 

of the G reen’ but merely states in its place, ‘A song by Shaun’.In te re s tin g ly , all 

other songs appear in full in the body of the text. W hile ‘The W earing of the Green’ 

might have been included as an appendix or attachment, it seems unlikely, as there is 

no reference to such in the Lord Chamberlain’s copy of the play. Boucicault 

deliberately seems to have bypassed the possibility of D onne’s censorship.

The manuscript contains many textual additions and corrections in Boucicault’s 

hand, all of which are perfectly legible. However, in the passage leading up to 

Shaun’s rendition of his wedding song some lines are scored out so as to be illegible. 

Censorship of the lines can be ruled out because they were not marked with the

Arrah-na-Pogue,  The Lord Cham berlain’s Plays, British Library Add. M S. 53035 F.
Letter from D ion B oucicault to W illiam  Bodham D onne, 30 March 1865, British National A rchives 

L C l/1 5 3 .
Arrah-na-Pogue,  The Lord Cham berlain’s Plays, British Library Add. M S. 53041 A.
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censor’s blue pencil, and there is no corresponding entry in the Lord Cham berlain’s

70day book. It would, therefore, seem that Boucicault crossed out the lines himself 

before submitting the play to the Lord Cham berlain’s office. The comparison below 

between the Lord Cham berlain’s version and the full text printed in French’s edition 

make it clear just what Boucicault had edited out.

Lord Cham berlain’s version:

Shaun: Will, ladies, it’s for you choose the time of it. W hat shall it be?

Regan; ‘The Wearing of the Green’.

All: Hurroo!

[Followed by words which are crossed out and illegible as a result.]

Shaun: [Two lines of text which are crossed out and illegible as a result.]

A song by Shaun^'

No song lyrics are given.

French’s version (as originally played at the Princess’s):

Shaun: Will, ladies, it’s for you to choose the time of it. W hat shall it be?

Regan: ‘The W earing of the Green’.

All: Hurroo!

Shaun: Whisht, boys, are ye mad? is it sing that song and the soldiers

widin gunshot? Sure there’s suddent death in every note of it.

™ Register o f  Lord Chamberlain Plays, 1852-1865. O f B oucicault’s three successful Irish plays, it is 
only The C olleen Bawn  that was censored in any way for the English stage. In that p lay’s entry in the 
day book, the censor has written, ‘for the word “God” substitute “H eaven”’.

A rrah-na-P ogue, The Lord Chamberlain’s Plays, Add. M S. 53041 A.
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Oiny: Niver fear; w e’ll put a watch outside and sing it quiet.

Shaun: It is the ‘Tw istin’ of the Rope’ ye are axin’ for?

Regan: Divil an informer is to the fore -  so out wid it.

Shaun: Is it all right outside there?

Oiny: Not a sowl can hear ye, barrin’ ourselves.

Shaun: M urdher alive! kape lookin’ out.

Song -  ‘The W earing of the Green’

{AP, act I, p. 133)

Full song lyrics then follow in French’s play text.

‘The W earing of the G reen’ proved to be very popular with English audiences. As 

Arrah-na-Pogue drew to a close on 30 September, adverts for the sheet music 

emphasised Boucicault’s performance of the piece:

Wearing O ’ the Green will be SUNG nightly by Mr. Boucicault in his 

popular drama ‘Arrah-na-Pogue’ at the Royal Princess’s Theatre. Price 2s. 

Chappell and Co.^^

The song was still being advertised in The Times at the end of the year, now 

described as ‘Boucicault’s celebrated song in “Arrah-na-Pogue” ’.

Boucicault constantly ran advertisements in the press proclaiming the success of his 

play, and by September he was able to announce, quite truthfully, that Arrah-na-

The Times, 21 September 1865, p. 2.
/bid., 16 December 1865, p. 14.
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Pogue was being performed, simultaneously, in Glasgow, New York, Philadelphia, 

San Francisco, and Melbourne. As the advert put it, the play had ‘rapidly extended its 

reputation over every part of the world where the English language is spoken’7"̂  

Based on the London success of The Colleen Bawn, Boucicault had become the first 

playwright to tour his own production to provincial British theatres. Now, a few 

years later, Arrah-na-Pogue was being staged internationally while the original 

London run was still in production. The speed with which Boucicault achieved this is 

more akin to modern-day film distribution than the nineteenth-century stage. On the 

closing day of Arrah-na-Pogue, separate advertisements were run for each of the 

non-London productions. In The Times, these advertisements happened to be in the 

column beside the first column of the editorial, whose subject was the Fenians:

The truth we conceive to be that Fenianism represents the traditional feud 

between the conquered race and religion and the race and religion of the 

invaders, and that it is maintained now by remembrances of the past, and not 

by any present grievances....The Fenians are the grandchildren of the rebels 

of 1798, and their youth was passed amid the harangues of O ’Connell and the 

conspiracies of Smith O ’Brien. When such a population as the Irish have such 

memories a Government of angels would not content them. Their natural 

excitability is increased by the offer of sympathy and assistance from abroad, 

and by the spectacle of the great acts which have been accomplished across 

the ocean.

Ibid., 20  September 1865, p. 8. 
Ibid., 30 September 1865, p. 8.
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It is highly ironic that advertisements for a play set in the aftermath of the 1798 

rebellion should appear in such close physical proximity to a Times’ editorial that 

decried the remembrance of Ireland’s past. Just as the Fenians really were the 

grandchildren of the rebels of 1798, then Boucicault’s later play. The Shaughraun, 

must be considered to be a direct descendent of Arrah-na-Pogue.

London, 1867 and 1868

Boucicault xtVwQd Arrah-na-Pogue at the Princess’s from September to November 

1867, and its run again coincided with extraordinary political events. A policeman 

was killed during the rescue of two Fenian leaders in Manchester in September, and 

the three Irishmen judged responsible were hanged in November, subsequently 

becoming known as the ‘Manchester Martyrs’. A revival of The Colleen Bawn 

^oWo'^td Armh-na-Pogue at the Princess’s, and during its December run the Fenians 

bombed London’s Clerkenwell Prison in an attempt to effect escape for colleagues 

incarcerated there. Twelve civilians were killed and many more were injured, and in 

the heightened aftermath of the bombing thousands of special constables were 

appointed to central London.

In January 1868 theatrical advertisements in the London newspapers noted that 

Arrah-na-Pogue would shortly return to the stage. This was too much for one 

Middlesex Magistrate who wrote a letter of complaint to the Lord Chamberlain about 

the play:
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14 Norland Place 

Netting Hill 

January 25'*’ 1868

My Lord

I have the honour to draw your attention to advertisements in the daily 

newspapers of the intended performance of a play, at the Princess’s Theatre, 

entitled Arrah-na-Pogue, the scene of which is in Ireland during the 

Rebellion, and introduces circumstances, and a song called, ‘The W earing of 

the Green’, which I take the liberty of submitting for your consideration as 

highly improper subjects for dramatic representation at the present time.

I have the honour to be My Lord 

Your obedient and humble servant

Francis B. Morley 

Magistrate for Middlesex^^

The Lord Chamberlain forwarded M orley’s letter to the Secretary of State at the 

Home Office with the recommendation that no action be taken. The entry in the 

Home Office file for the Lord Chamberlain’s letter reads, ‘Play Arrah-na-Pogue: 

Lord Chamberlain refused to repress play during Fenian agitation’:

Letter from Francis M orley to the Lord Chamberlain, 25 January 1868, British National A rchives 
L C 1/200.
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Lord Cham berlain’s Office 

St. Jam es’ Palace, S.W.

30 January 1868

(To the Hon. Adolphus Liddell, Home Office)

Sir,

I am desired by the Lord Chamberlain to forward herewith a copy of a letter 

from M r Morley, a Middlesex Magistrate, questioning the propriety of 

allowing a piece called Arrah-na-Pogue to be performed at the Princess’s 

Theatre.

I am to add that the play in question was licensed in 1865, and that in 

submitting Mr M orley’s letter for the consideration of the Secretary of State 

the Lord Chamberlain wishes me to express his opinion that the power given 

to him of repressing licensed pieces by the 6 & 7 Victoria Cap would not be 

judiciously exercised in the present instance.

I have the honour to be Sir your obedient servant.

77Spencer Ponsonby

The Home Office concurred with the Lord Chamberlain: Arrah-na-Pogue 

subsequently reopened at the Princess’s on 10 February and ran until 7 March. When

Letter from the Lord Chamberlain’s office  to the Secretary o f  State at the H om e O ffice, 30 January 
1868, British National A rchives LC 1/202. The file  in w hich this correspondence is held is catalogued  
as a Fenian file. The next docum ent on the file, dated 31 January 1868, relates to the swearing in o f  
thousands o f  special constables for central London areas such as N ew ington and Lambeth. On Oxford  
Street, the P rincess’s theatre was very centrally located, and was quite c lose  to C lerkenw ell.
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considering why the Lord Chamberiain made this recommendation, it must be noted 

that there is no evidence to suggest that either the song or the play was being openly 

used or received in a political manner. While the newspapers and periodicals, 

particularly Punch, were full of comment on the Fenians, no direct reference was 

made to Boucicault or Arrah-na-PogueJ^ Despite the recent Clerkenwell atrocity and 

the resulting tension in London, theatre audiences and the press clearly continued not 

to read any political intent in Arrah-na-Pogue. Additionally, it would have been 

known that Boucicault was adept at using controversy to his own advantage, and that 

he would have undoubtedly turned any attempt at censorship of his work into self

promotion.

Fawkes points out that in later years both Boucicault and Agnes were to recall the 

1867 London revival of Arrah-na-Pogue as if it had been the first London 

production. Boucicault even claimed that the opening night coincided with the 

Clerkenwell bombing. It seems likely that when reminiscing, Boucicault changed the 

date of the London premiere, and possibly even fabricated a story about the song 

being banned. As Boucicault became more demonstrably patriotic and nationalistic 

in his later years, it no doubt suited him to be able to link his Irish plays to important 

events in Ireland’s history. Such myths, and many more, are reflected in Townsend 

W alsh’s biography, published in 1915:

When Boucicault first sang the song [‘The W earing of the Green’] in London 

on the opening night of Arrah-na-Pogue, there was a storm of protest. The 

blowing up of Clerkenwell prison by the Fenians was an event of recent

H ow ever, as was discussed in Chapter 1, the openness o f  The C olleen Bawn  to a pro-nationalist 
reading is shown by a cartoon w hich appeared in Tom ahawk  in early January 1868.
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occurrence. Against the advice of his manager and friends, who implored him 

not to sing it, he persisted. Then came an edict from the cabinet ministers of 

Queen Victoria prohibiting the song in Great Britain; and for years, although 

it thrilled the heart of every Irishman, it was never heard in the British 

Dominions.

The first significant piece of modem Boucicault criticism, David Krause’s essay 

which formed the introduction to The Dolmen Boucicault (1964), drew heavily on 

W alsh’s biography and the banning of ‘The Wearing of the Green’ became further 

established as fact. Later critics concur, some of whom refer directly back to 

Krause. W hile Fawkes corrects the date of the opening night of Arrah-na-Pogue, 

he does not offer any evidence to support the claim (which he reiterates) that ‘The 

W earing of the G reen’ was banned throughout the British Empire. When writing the 

history of ‘The W earing of the Green’, James Fuld attempted to discover whether or 

not it was a crime at any time to sing the song. He notes that ‘The Law Society 

Services Limited, London, and The Incorporated Law Society of Ireland, Dublin’

Q 1

had no such record.

™ Townsend Walsh, The Career o f  Dion Boucicault (New York: The Dunlap Society,
1915), p. 52.

See for example, David Krause (ed.), The Theatre of Dion Boucicault’, in The Dolmen Boucicault 
(Dublin: Dolmen Press, 1964); McMahon, ‘The Wearing of the Green: The Irish Plays of Dion 
Boucicault’; Robert Hogan, Dion Boucicault (New York: Twayne, 1969); James M. Nelson, ‘From 
Rory and Paddy to Boucicault's Myles, Shaun and Conn: The Irishman on the London Stage, 1830- 
1860’, Eire/Ireland 133 (Autumn 1978); Richard A. Cave, ‘The Presentation of English and Irish 
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Dublin, November 1868

In late 1868, Boucicault chose to honour Dublin with what he announced was to be 

his last stage performance before retirement from acting, and he and Agnes opened 

in the London version o f Arrah-na-Pogue on 2 November at the Theatre Royal.

The play was presented to the Dublin public as a ‘New and Original D ram a’, and an 

explanation was given about Boucicault’s rewriting of the play following its initial 

Dublin success.

In stark contrast to 1864, the Freem an’s Journal was very muted in its reportage of 

the occasion, and the newspaper’s tone reflects the events of the time. Elections were 

forthcoming, and riots were widespread in both England and Ireland. The Duke and 

Duchess of Abercom had replaced Lord and Lady W odehouse at Dublin Castle, and 

they were not undertaking many public social activities at that time. There would be 

no command night for this production of the play. In contrast to 1864 when its 

columns were filled with letters about the theatre, the Irish Times did not publish any 

correspondence in the run-up to the election. It was practically devoid of theatre 

reviews and only carried a short notice about Arrah-na-Pogue following its opening. 

The paper reported extensively on a large meeting chaired by Isaac Butt QC calling 

for an amnesty for political prisoners, a major political issue of the time.*"* Prior to 

the general election, there was a popular assumption in Ireland that Gladstone, once 

in office, would as a matter of course free the Fenian prisoners. The run of the play 

coincided with the first anniversary of the execution of the M anchester Martyrs, and

According to Fawkes, this was a genuine retirement by the couple. Boucicault dedicated him self to 
writing and Agnes to raising her five (soon to be six) children. However, a shortage o f money resulted 
in their return to the stage in August 1871 in a Manchester production o f The Colleen Bawn.

Freeman's Journal, 22 October 1868, p. 1.
Isaac Butt became president o f  the Amnesty Association in 1869, and founded the Home 

Government Association in 1870.
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the newspaper reported on commemorative events taking place in both England and 

Ireland. The execution of the three Irish men had been widely condemned in Ireland 

as a great many people believed the killing of the policeman was an accident.

By comparison with the muted tones of the Freem an’s Journal and the Irish Times, 

the Daily Express was effusive in its several reviews of the play. However, in 

contrast to its report in 1864 ihsii Arrah-na-Pogue was set in ‘ticklish tim es’, the 

Daily Express now referred to its setting as the ‘dark days of political oppression’. At 

a time when a political gloom lay over Ireland, it is remarkable that the newspaper 

uses its review of Arrah-na-Pogue to promote the political rulers of the day, while 

also denying any national aspect of the play:

It would, indeed, be a matter for wonder if a work so full of touching idylls of 

love and heroism, of racy and grotesque humour, and thrilling historical 

associations, failed to excite the approbation and delight of a people so keenly 

sensitive to the beauties and traditions of their native land. The dark days of 

political oppression which it illustrates have long passed away, but the virtues 

of bravery and devotion which they evoked continue to flourish under a more 

beneficent regime, and the deeply human interest which runs through the 

whole work, owes its power to neither traditional sentiment nor national 

prejudice, but to the common sympathies of mankind.

In its long review of the opening night, the Daily Express praised the music, thereby 

by omission implying that ‘The Wearing of the Green’ was not performed during the

Daily Express, 9 November 1868, p. 3.
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production.*^ Faw kes’s account suggests that: ‘when Boucicault returned to Dublin

87with the play he was asked to drop the song on grounds of expediency’. A letter 

from Boucicault to the Freem an’s Journal, published two days after the closing of 

Arrah-na-Pogue, proves this to be correct, but what it shows is that Boucicault, for 

once, exercised self-censorship. Additionally, it further confirms that the song was 

not in the original Dublin production:

Sir -  When Arrah-na-Pogue was produced in London the following song was 

sung by Shaun the Post. I have been frequently urged to sing it during my late 

engagement at the Theatre Royal, but, in view of the political excitement 

agitating the country at this moment, I declined to do so. The last four lines of 

the first verse belong to an old Dublin street ballad. These stirring lines 

inspired me to complete a national song to be called

‘The W earing of the G reen’

[First two verses of song are reproduced in full.]

These words, sung nightly at the Princess’s Theatre, in London, and in the 

great cities throughout England and Scotland, have been greeted by all 

classes with unmistakeable sympathy, the applause being as deep as it was 

fervent. For the moment, at least, those multitudes were Irishmen. Every little 

helps.

Yours faithfully, Dion Boucicault.**

The letter was also published in that week’s edition of the Nation on 5 December. 

While Boucicault may have been proclaiming his self-restraint, he actually

Ibid., 3 November 1868, p. 2.
Fawkes, Dion Boucicault, p. 158.
Freeman's Journal, 30 November 1868, p. 3.
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succeeded in having the lyrics of his song reproduced in two popular newspapers, 

thus possibly reaching a wider audience than had attended the Theatre Royal. 

Moreover, the play had already closed by the time of publication, so Boucicault was 

not running any risk that the song and the play might attract the attention of the 

authorities. By that point, seditious music was a subject that had been occupying 

Dublin Castle for some time. A lengthy correspondence is on file that took place 

betw'een the Castle and Cameron & Co., musical publishers in Glasgow, following

Q Q

the seizure of some of the com pany’s songbooks in 1866. This was not an 

uncommon event. A letter to the Nation reports the seizure of several hundred copies 

of ‘God Save Ireland’, a song commemorating the Manchester Martyrs, in February 

1868.^° And, that same year, warrants were issued to search for seditious documents, 

including songbooks. As it turns out, the Solicitor General ruled in 1869 that there 

was no legal basis for the seizure of songbooks.^' So, Boucicault actually displayed 

acute political canniness by withholding ‘The W earing of the Green’ from the Dublin 

production of Arrah-na-Pogue in late 1868, while at the same time attesting to its 

potential subversiveness when publishing the song in the Dublin popular press.

‘The Wearing of the Green’: Ireland and abroad

Boucicault’s lyrics for ‘The W earing of the G reen’ demonstrate a more condensed 

and overt form of criticism of British rule than any other version of the song, which 

might explain in part why his lyrics survive as the best known today. However, it is 

more fully due to the widespread distribution of the lyrics and sheet music in 

England and, particularly, America due to the popularity of Arrah-na-Pogue. As seen

Fenian F iles 6314R  (Carton 10), National A rchives o f  Ireland.
N ation, 28 N ovem ber 1868, p. 235.
Fenian F iles 6314R  (Carton 10).
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in the advertisement columns, ‘The Wearing of the Green’ was originally published 

in London by Chappell and Co. during the first London run of the play. The front 

cover states that it was ‘written to an old melody by Dion Boucicault’ and ‘Sung by 

Mr Boucicault in the dramsLArrah-na-Pogue'.'^^Arrah-na-Pogue opened at N iblo’s 

Theatre in New York on 12 July 1865, and then subsequently opened in San 

Francisco and Philadelphia. As a result the song was widely published that year in 

America, and in a manner that forged direct political connections with the Fenians. 

The cover of the Trumpler, Philadelphia, edition bears the heading ‘Dedicated to the 

Fenian Brotherhood’.̂  ̂While it could be argued that this was a marketing ploy by 

the publisher to appeal to the Irish-American communities in those cities, it 

nevertheless demonstrates that the song was used politically. It is therefore not 

surprising that Boucicault’s lyrics were adopted quickly in America, and included in 

songbooks such as The Wearing o f  the Green Song Book in which they took pride of 

place on the first page.^"*

In nineteenth-century Ireland, where physical resistance to British rule was 

unsuccessful, music was a forceful voice in the call for political change. According 

to Harry White: ‘under the duress of romantic separatism, music became for Young 

Ireland a trove of cultural remembrance, a vital resource in the propagation of the 

nationalist ideal’ Thomas Davis, co-founder and editor of the Nation, believed that 

music should be cultivated expressly to foster a climate of political opinion. In the 

preface to the third edition of The Spirit o f  the Nation, Davis wrote that:

Dion Boucicault, ‘Wearin’ o ’ the green’ (London: Chappell & Co., 1865).
Dion Boucicault and E. H. House, ‘Wearing of the green’ (Philadelphia: Chas. W. A. Trumpler, 

1865).
The Wearing o f the Green Song Book (Boston: Thomas B. Noonan & Co., nd).
Gerard Gillen and Harry White (eds), Irish Musical Studies 3: Music and hish Cultural History 

(Dublin and Portland, OR.: Irish Academic Press, 1995), p. 216.
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Music is the first faculty of the Irish, and scarcely any thing has such power 

for good over them. The use of this faculty and this power, publicly and 

constantly, to keep up their spirits, refine their tastes, warm their courage, 

increase their union, and renew their zeal, is the duty of every patriot.

If music was then a force for political change, the power of Boucicault’s ‘The 

W earing of the G reen’ may be judged by the fact that the song was excluded from 

the Dublin performances of Arrah-na-Pogue in 1868. Its omission must be seen in 

context of the heightened political tension in Dublin at that time to which the 

anniversary of the execution of Allen, Larkin and O ’Brien contributed. In late 1868, 

T. D. Sullivan, author of ‘God save Ireland’ and brother to the then editor of the 

Nation, A. M. Sullivan, published The Wearing o f  the Green, or the Prosecuted 

Funeral Procession. According to an advertisement in the Nation, the book was ‘a 

complete history of events which ensued in Ireland upon the execution of Allen, 

Larkin, and O ’Brien in 1867’.̂  ̂ Sullivan reports on the prosecution of John Martin 

for making a seditious speech in Glasnevin cemetery on 8 December 1867 following 

a procession, attended by up to 30,000 people, to mark the death of the three men. 

Describing the tension in court while M artin’s verdict was awaited, Sullivan writes 

that:

A conviction in this case rendered the national colour of Ireland for ever more 

an illegal and forbidden emblem! To every fevered anxious mind at this 

moment rose the troubled memories of gloomy times -  the ‘dark and evil

The Spirit o f  the Nation, p. vi of preface.
Nation, 19 December 1868, p. 280.
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days’ chronicled in that popular ballad, the music and words of which now 

seemed to haunt the watchers in the court -  

Verse 1:

Oh Patrick dear, and did you hear the news that’s going round?

The shamrock is forbid by law to grow on Irish ground;

St. Patrick’s Day no more w e’ll keep, his colours can’t be seen.

For there’s a bloody law again the wearing of the green.

Sullivan only reproduces the first verse of ‘The W earing of the Green’ in his book, 

but, significantly, it is Boucicault’s version. However, given the time span between 

the publication of Boucicault’s letter containing the first two verses in the Nation, 

Sullivan’s brother’s newspaper, on 5 December 1868, and the publication of his book 

later that month, it would seem unlikely, but perhaps possible, that Boucicault’s letter 

was Sullivan’s source. If not, he must have already been familiar with it. Martin was 

cleared of the charges and Sullivan was able to conclude that: ‘For once, at least, the 

people had won the day! and the British Government had received a signal overthrow 

in its endeavour to proscribe -  “The W earing of the Green’” ^̂ . Despite Sullivan’s use 

of the lyrics, Boucicault’s version was not widely published in Irish song books, 

probably because the song was never actually performed by him in Dublin. It does 

not appear in later editions of The Spirit o f  the Nation, nor is it included in others 

such as the Young Ireland Song Book and the Fenian Song Book, both published by

T. D. Sullivan, A. M. Sullivan and D. B. Sullivan, Speeches fro m  the D ock, o r  P ro tes ts o f  Irish  
patrio tism . The M anchester T ragedy an d  the C ruise o f  the Jacknell Packet. ‘The W earing o f  the 
G reen ’ o r  the P rosecu ted  Funeral P rocession  (in three parts) (Dublin: A. M. Sullivan, 1872), part 3, 
p. 83.

Ibid.
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the Irish Book Bureau in the late nineteenth century. A twentieth-century publication 

by the same company, the ’98 Song Book, contains an entirely different version.

Conclusion

In Stewart Parker’s 1986 play, Heavenly Bodies, Boucicault is accused by Johnny 

Patterson, a fellow Irishman and performer, of using Arrah-na-Pogue and ‘The 

W earing of the Green’ as proof of his nationalist credentials:

Boucicault: I have done far more in the Irish cause than ever you achieved,

you footling little balladmonger, I wrote ‘Arrah-na-Pogue’, 

and I wrote the ‘Wearing of the Green’ to go with it, the very 

anthem of the National movement!

Patterson {singsfirst two lines): Oh. Paddy dear! an’ did you hear...

Boucicault: I insisted that the world premiere of that play be given in Dublin

Patterson (sings next fo u r  lines): St Patrick’s Day no more w e’ll keep ...

Boucicault: They cheered me through the streets after it, two other theatres

were staging The Colleen Bawn simultaneously, as a tribute!

Patterson {sings last two lines o f  firs t verse): She’s the most distressful country.

{Speaks) Sure that’s an ould song that everybody knows, you learnt it from

your ma.

Boucicault: The tune I may have learnt, the words I wrote myself.

Patterson: Re-wrote, you mean.

Boucicault: They are my words!

Patterson: You and your work have the one thing in common -  dubious

paternity.



Boucicault: I gave benefits, all over the country, to raise money for the

Fenian prisoners’ families. There was a bomb went off outside 

Clerkenwell prison...

Patterson: Twelve dead, a hundred and twenty injured.

Boucicault: I deplored it. Even so, after it happened, ‘The W earing of the

Green’ was forbidden to be sung anywhere in the British Empire.

Patterson: You were thrilled to bits about that, weren’t you? I ’ll tell you

what it really is, Boosy -  you love to play the poacher -  so 

long as you’re still officially the gamekeeper.'®*^

In his dramatisation of Boucicault’s life, Parker depicted what is commonly accepted 

as fact aboui Arrah-na-Pogue. Since it is most likely that Boucicault himself 

fabricated the story about the censorship of his work, Parker is, in fact, dramatising 

Boucicault’s own version of his life. Given the political backdrop in Ireland and 

England in the 1860s, it is easy to understand critics’ acceptance of the idea that ‘The 

Wearing of the Green’ was banned throughout the British Empire. Indeed, this ready 

acceptance, in the late afterlife of the play, serves to demonstrate the potential 

subversive power of the song, which Boucicault did indeed feel compelled to omit 

from the 1868 Dublin production o f Arrah-na-Pogue.

The classification o f Arrah-na-Pogue in The Field Day Anthology o f  Irish Writing 

serves to cement a connection between Boucicault and the Fenians. Boucicault’s 

version of ‘The W earing of the Green’ is included in the section ‘Political Ballads’, 

and is acknowledged as the best-known. However, it is in the section, ‘Political

Stewart Parker, Heavenly Bodies in Plays: 2 (London: Methuen, 2000), p. 152-154. Johnny 
Patterson wrote and performed songs such as ‘The Garden Where the Praties Grow’.
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Writings and Speeches 1850-1918’, that a direct link is forged with the Fenians: in 

the subsection, ‘Fenianism 1858-1916’, Boucicault and Arrah-na-Pogue form the 

first entry. In the introduction to two extracts from the play, the opening scene and 

the court scene, it is explained that: ‘The Fenian dynamite campaign that culminated 

in the explosions at Clerkenwell Prison in London 1867... created such a reaction 

that Arrah-na-Pogue was banned  throughout the British Em pire’.” '̂ However, a 

greater influence on readers is the visual impact of Boucicault’s name positioned 

directly under ‘Fenianism ’, both in very large print, at the centre top of the page.

The supposed banning of ‘The Wearing of the Green’ {and Arrah-na-Pogue in the 

case of Field Day) has so influenced criticism to date that a re-evaluation of the play 

in light of its contemporary production and reception is now required. The treatment 

of Boucicault’s later Irish plays must also be reconsidered: Richard Cave holds that 

the playwright was on very sensitive ground when he presented The Shaughraun on 

the London stage: ‘To set a Fenian before an English audience as the hero of the 

melodrama took some courage, especially after Shaun’s singing of “The W earing of 

the Green” had had to be excised from English performances of Arrah-na-Pogue by 

order of the Cham berlain’.'^^ Such argument now requires reconsideration.

Thai Arrah-na-Pogue was received in both Dublin and London in an apolitical 

manner, does not, of course, preclude the possibility that Boucicault wrote it with 

serious political intent. The London version is without question a more stridently 

nationalist work, and it is worth considering what may have influenced Boucicault to 

rewrite it as such. When the Boucicaults returned to London at the close of 1864,

Seam us D eane (ed). The F ield D ay A nthology o f  Irish Writing, Volume II (Derry: Field Day 
Publications, 1991), p. 234. M y italics.

Cave, ‘The Presentation o f  English and Irish Characters in Boucicault's Irish M elodram as’, p. 121.
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they had spent a total of three months in Ireland, a considerable amount of time for a

playwright and actor of Boucicault’s stature. According to Fawkes, Boucicault was

widely entertained while there, and among his hosts were Sir William and Lady

Wilde. It is quite likely that Boucicault moved in circles where Irish nationalism was

an important issue, and the composition of ‘The Wearing of the Green’ is certainly

suggestive of the birth of a heightened patriotism. Fawkes, however, suggests a

different source of influence in the person of Edward Howard House, prompted by a

case brought by Boucicault against the editor of the London Herald for serialising the

story of Arrah-na-Pogue without permission. Boucicault and House were named as

co-authors in the legal case that was filed shortly after the London opening.

According to Fawkes, House was an American journalist who had come to London

to work in theatrical management, at which time he had met Boucicault. As House

was strongly anti-imperialist, and named as co-author for the purposes of litigation, it

is suggested that he may have played some part in the composition of Arrah-na-

Pogue. Additionally, when ‘The Wearing of the Green’ was published in America,

1

House was named as co-author.

Parker’s description of Boucicault as someone who loved to play the poacher while 

officially remaining the gamekeeper is of interest when considering why a play set in 

1798 could find favour in Dublin with both nationalist and unionist newspapers. 

While the newspapers used the success of Arrah-na-Pogue to their own individual

D ion Boucicault and E. H. H ouse, ‘W earing o f  the green’. W hen H ouse returned to Am erica, he 
worked as theatre critic for the N ew  York Tribune, and acted as B oucicault’s agent (indeed, he may 
well have returned to N ew  York at that particular time in order to open A rrah-na-P ogue  there). This 
arrangement betw een critic and playwright provoked controversy in the press, and when the play 
opened at N ib lo ’s theatre, W illiam  W inter was asked to review  the play for the Tribune as House 
could not do so. The fo llow ing  month, W inter replaced H ouse on a permanent basis, and he remained 
in the position until 1909, becom ing one o f  N ew  York’s m ost influential critics. B oucicault and 
Winter maintained a long relationship that was c lose  but often acrim onious. See T ice L. M iller, 
Bohem ians and Critics, A m erican Theatre C riticism  in the N ineteenth Century  (M etuchen, N.J. and 
London: Scarecrow Press, 1981).
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ends, satisfaction was expressed with a national drama that furthered the Irish cause, 

be it a nationalist cause or not, within the subservient relationship that existed with 

England. That Unionists did not want to break from England does not imply that they 

were happy with all aspects of the Union, and as Irishmen, they too suffered the 

imbalance of power between the two countries. The reception of Arrah-na-Pogue 

clearly shows that while it dramatised dissent, it was not itself considered dissenting. 

So while the appeal of Arrah-na-Pogue for nationalists is obvious, the play also 

allowed Irish Unionists a form of escape from their position as marginalized 

provincials relative to the hegemony of the British mainland.

That Boucicault felt compelled to omit ‘The W earing of the G reen’ from the 1868 

Dublin production of Arrah-na-Pogue, due to ‘the political excitement agitating the 

country’, can point to why the song never proved to be an issue on the London 

s t a g e . T h e  Irish, particularly at times of political disturbance, were always 

depicted as an aberrant and excitable race by the London press. In Ireland, the song’s 

power was seen to lie in its potential to excite a country prone to, what The Times 

certainly considered to be, an irrational state of unrest. In London in 1865, ‘The 

Wearing of the G reen’ lacked such potential because for its ‘rational’ English 

audience, Irish rebellion was something that happened far away in Ireland, or as their 

entertainment on the stage. At the time when Arrah-na-Pogue opened in London, 

Ireland was being portrayed in the press as a loyal servant of the Crown, and this was 

still the case when the play closed, just after the Fenian arrests. The Times made it 

quite clear that once the Irish police came down upon the Fenians, everybody else in 

Ireland came out against them, including the priests, the farmers, and the

Freeman’s Journal, 30 November 1868, p. 3.
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newspapers: the Fenians were ‘fools, ninnies, mere tailors and shopboys playing at 

treason’. I f  the Fenian cause and action were not seen as any real threat to 

Ireland’s position within the colonial order of things, there was certainly no reason to 

consider that a theatrical entertainment could pose a threat to English public order. 

The rebellious aspect of Arrah-na-Pogue could be wholeheartedly enjoyed in the 

theatre, and at home courtesy of the sheet music, for the very reason that the English 

establishment did not treat any expression or demonstration of Irish nationalism, by 

peaceful or seditious means, seriously. Therefore, Arrah-na-Pogue, and ‘The 

Wearing of the Green’, could be immensely popular because while the play 

dramatised rebellion, it had no potential to provoke it in England. Even after the 

Fenian atrocities of 1867, Boucicault’s version of Irish rebellion remained very 

popular on the London stage, and would continue to do so as long as it remained 

capable of providing high-quality entertainment for its English audiences.

The Times, 30 September 1865, p. 8.
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Chapter 3

Texts and transitions: The Rapparee and Daddy O’Dowd 

Introduction

The Boucicaults duly retired from the stage upon their return to London from Dublin 

in late 1868: Dion dedicated himself exclusively to playwriting, and Agnes stayed at 

home with their children. Of the six new plays Boucicault produced in the following 

two years, two were adaptations from the French, two were revisions of earlier 

works, one was a collaboration with another playwright, and one was an original 

sensation melodrama.' Only the original drama, Formosa, enjoyed success, partly 

due to the considerable controversy it caused when it opened in London in August 

1869; the main character of the play is a prostitute and many of the scenes are set in 

her salon. One outraged reader wrote to The Times, ‘And not only is a harlot the 

heroine of the piece, but her harlotry is made one of its prominent features.... To 

assist the effect of the sketch, three or four subordinate harlots, whose profession is 

even more unmistakable than that of the heroine, are artistically thrown in’. Such 

reaction in the press from both critics and public alike fuelled interest in the play 

which resulted in its four-month run.^

Boucicault next attempted a new Irish play, The Rapparee, which opened at the 

Princess’s Theatre on 7 September 1870. It was just over two years since Arrah-na- 

Pogue had enjoyed its last London revival, and expectations of Boucicault’s new

' Seraphine, Presumptive Evidence', Paul Lafarge, A Dark N igh t’s Work', Lost at Sea', Formosa, 
respectively.
 ̂The Times, 19 August 1869, p. 7.
 ̂See John Russell Stephens, The Censorship o f  English Drama 1824-1901 (Cambridge: Cambridge 

University Press, 1980), pp. 86-87, for an account o f the controversy surrounding Formosa, and its 
immediate influence on the work o f  the Lord Chamberlain’s censor, William Bodham Donne.
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Irish drama were high. However, the reviews quickly made it quite clear that the new 

play was not of the standard that audiences had anticipated. W hile The Rapparee 

actually ran for six weeks, it was not considered a success. The London opening was 

followed by a New York opening (not produced by Boucicault) two months later, 

which was also deemed a failure. By the summer of 1871 a new hit play was still 

eluding Boucicault, and he and Agnes were forced to return to the English stage. 

They made their comeback in The Colleen Bawn in M anchester at the end of August, 

and as soon as it became known that they were back on the stage, offers began to 

arrive from London managers. It is clear that Boucicault’s stock as a comic 

performer was still rising while that of his new plays was falling. Although he 

subsequently enjoyed great acting success back on the London stage, he felt he 

would be better appreciated as a playwright in America, and he and Agnes sailed for 

New York in September 1872.'*

Boucicault’s first attempt at producing a new play for New York audiences was 

another Irish drama. Daddy O ’Dowd, which opened at Booth’s theatre on 17 March 

1873. Boucicault played the title role, but the play contained no specific part for 

Agnes: their marriage had been in rapid decline and had irretrievably broken down 

by 1873. While Daddy O ’Dowd  was poorly received, Boucicault’s portrayal of an 

elderly Irishman won him warm praise. As in London, it was considered that 

Boucicault’s career as playwright was in permanent decline, and there was little to 

suggest that his best work, as both playwright and actor, was yet to come.

See Richard Fawkes, Dion Boucicault, A Biography (London: Quartet Books, 1979).
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In the ten-year period between Arrah-na-Pogue (1864) and The Shaughraun (1874), 

Boucicault wrote thirty-two plays, mainly originals, including The Rapparee and 

Daddy O ’Dowd, but also including revisions of earlier work, adaptations, usually 

from French melodramas, and collaborations with other authors. Thus these two Irish 

plays represent a very small proportion of his creative output during this time, and 

this reflects the fact that all of Boucicault’s Irish plays together form only a small 

minority of his complete body of work. This chapter will consider the question of 

how to account for these two Irish plays, and their relative low levels of success. 

W hile the critical reception in London and New York, and the relatively small 

amount of criticism which the plays have attracted to date, will be considered, 

significant alternative ways of interpreting the evidence of the plays’ production and 

reception will be presented. It will be shown that Boucicault’s personal 

circumstances, such as his retirement and subsequent return to the stage, the state of 

his marriage, and the decline of his career as playwright, were all important factors in 

the creation of The Rapparee and The O ’Dowd. An examination of the theatrical 

conditions of the time and details of the plays’ productions will throw light on their 

reception. The plays will be positioned in light of Boucicault’s other Irish plays, but 

not in an attempt to categorise them as either popular successes or as failures.

Instead, it will be argued that their lack of success actually reveals much about the 

popularity of Boucicault’s triptych of best known Irish plays.

The Rapparee, London, September 1870

At the start of London’s 1870 theatrical season, Tom Taylor’s latest comedy. 

Handsome is as Handsome Does, was not proving popular at the Olympic Theatre. 

Shakespeare was on offer at both the Q ueen’s Theatre and at Sadler’s Wells, and
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Drury Lane would not open until October. The fact that The Rapparee, which opened 

at the Princess’s on 7 September, was Boucicault’s new Irish play was central to 

theatregoers’ anticipation of another sensational hit. Set in the west of Ireland at the 

end of the reign of James II in 1691, the new play was advertised as ‘a new romantic 

drama’ rather than an Irish drama.^ Boucicault had strong associations with the 

Princess’s both as an actor and playwright. In 1864 it was the then manager of the 

Princess’s, George Vining, who had agreed to Boucicault’s exorbitant demands in 

order to secure The Streets o f London for the theatre. Arrah-na-Pogue enjoyed its 

long run at the Princess’s in 1865, and Boucicault performed there without a break 

from September 1867 until April 1868 in Arrah-na-Pogue, The Colleen Bawn and 

The Octoroon. He also opened new plays there in August 1868, May 1869 and 

March 1870. Located on Oxford Street, the Princess’s was part of London’s 

theatrical West End, an area that had seen an explosion in theatre building since the 

mid-1860s. In their study of London theatregoing, Jim Davis and Victor Emeijanow 

conclude that in the late 1860s and 1870s the West End attracted a socially mixed 

audience whose theatregoing habits, ‘demonstrate both catholicity and similarity; 

they support actors whom they know or admire, wherever they happen to be 

appearing, regardless of the play itself, and they tend to patronize the same West End 

theatres’.̂  Thus the audience at the Princess’s would have been very familiar with 

Boucicault’s work, particularly his Irish dramas, which resulted in the high 

expectations of The Rapparee.

Benjamin Webster, the theatre manager, was undoubtedly hoping for a hit to get the 

season off to a good financial start. For his part Boucicault really needed a success as 

 ̂ The Tim es, 7 Septem ber 1870, p. 6.
 ̂Jim D avis and V ictor Em eijanow, R eflecting the A udience: London Theatregoing, 1840-1880  

(Hatfield: U niversity o f  Hertfordshire Press, 2001), p p .191 -2 .
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he had only written one hit play, Formosa, since his retirement from acting two years 

previously. The Era certainly thought it a good commercial move by W ebster to 

stage the play:

With a new romantic drama, in three acts, written by Mr Dion Boucicault, 

and entitled The Rapparee', or, The Treaty o f  Limerick, this theatre was 

reopened on Wednesday night, under the M anagement of M r Benjamin 

Webster. Remembering the great success which attended Arrah-na-Pogue, by 

the same author, and which we may unhesitatingly acknowledge to be one of 

the most charming Irish dramas, both in sentiment and construction, ever 

presented to the public, it is to be recognised as a judicious stroke of 

managerial policy that the same dramatist should be once more solicited to 

select his theme from the exciting annals of the sister isle.^

However, Irish subject matter alone was not enough to guarantee dramatic success. 

Edmund Falconer’s new Irish play, Innisfallen, would open at the Lyceum just ten 

days later. The reviews of Innisfallen despaired of the incomprehensibility of the plot 

that was based on the rivalry, in both love and politics, of two Fenian leaders: ‘We 

must leave it to the public to arrive at a decision relative to the merits of a production 

of which the incoherency prevents us from forming a proper understanding either of

o

its contents or ultimate result’. The play was a decided failure and ‘long before the 

fall of the curtain the house was nearly em pty’.̂

 ̂Era, 11 September 1870, p. 10.
* Illustrated London News, 24 September 1870, p. 330. 
 ̂The Times, 19 September 1870, p. 6.
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While The Rapparee fared better than Innisfallen, the Illustrated London News found 

nothing original in Boucicault’s new play and regarded it as merely a patchwork of 

his earlier work:

We are all familiar with the matter of the drama itself in the former works of 

the author. He has, indeed, repeated the incidents and character of his 

previous productions, and even the dialogue is only colourably varied from 

that of any of his antecedent plays. But, it must be confessed, it is so carefully 

manipulated that there is scarcely a redundant line in the composition. It is 

hardly worth while to set forth the story of the new drama, for that o f Arrah- 

na-Pogue, or The Colleen Bawn, or any other, or a mixture of select parts 

might well stand in place of an analysis.

The Daily Telegraph speculated that Boucicault drew on a novel by John Banim, The

Denounced, published forty years earlier, for his plot, but concluded that Boucicault

‘seems to have eventually developed his plot after his own fashion’.”  According to

John Harrington, Boucicault’s source for his new play was John Brougham’s novel

12entitled Emerald Ring. The action of The Rapparee takes place in the aftermath of 

the Treaty of Limerick in 1691, and centres on Roderick O ’Malley, leader of the 

vanquished guerrilla force, the rapparees. O ’Malley is excluded from the amnesty 

offered by the Treaty and prepares to sail for France. He is waiting for his love,

Grace O ’Hara, to join him before he departs. Grace’s father. Colonel O ’Hara, has 

betrayed the Jacobites in order to secure his safety with the victorious Williamites.

Illustrated London News, 17 September 1870, p. 306.
" Daily Telegraph, 10 September 1870, p. 3.

John P. Harrington, The Irish Play on the New York Stage 1874-1966  (Lexington: University Press 
of Kentucky, 1997), p. 14.
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Ulick M ’Murragh has also treacherously made peace with the Dutch king in order to 

get power over O ’Malley, because, like O ’Malley, M ’Murragh is in love with Grace. 

O ’M alley saves M ’M urragh’s life but is then imprisoned by him. M ’Murragh holds 

evidence of O ’H ara’s treachery and, with O ’Malley in prison, he uses this to force 

Grace to marry him. Grace only marries M ’Murragh on condition that he set 

O ’M alley free, and when he is released she obtains her own freedom by ordering 

O ’M alley to kill M ’Murragh.

The Rapparee certainly shares many plot details and staging devices with The 

Colleen Bawn m d  Arrah-na-Pogue. However, while the overall plot offered nothing 

original, the historical period of the mise en scene was a new one for Boucicault and 

one that was not well known on the London stage. As reported by The Times, ‘Mr 

Boucicault takes us back to an Ireland which, familiar as we are with theatrical 

W hiteboys, is not very often seen upon the stage -  the Ireland of James II, and 

W illiam III’.'^ While the play itself does not offer a substantial amount of historical 

detail, Boucicault had written what The Times called ‘a note prefixed to the 

program m e’, in which he explains the origin of the title of the play and historical 

events of the day succinctly and accurately. That the programme note was 

reproduced by all the theatre critics with little alteration is clear because the historical 

background offered in all of the reviews is very similar. Theatre reviews tended to 

focus on the plot, the performances, the costumes and the level of comfort of the 

theatre while emphasising the general air of respectability attending the event. In all 

reviews of The Rapparee, the historical information stands out as its tone and 

language is definitive and concise in contrast to the verbose and descriptive style of

The Times, 10 September 1870, p. 8.
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the theatrical details. This historical note was probably available to all the audience 

and not just the critics, thereby giving the audience background knowledge of a 

troubled period in Irish history of which they would have been otherwise generally 

ignorant. The Era's  review ran:

The official announcement explains that the action takes place on the western 

shores of Ireland, in the year 1691, at the moment when the Irish-French 

army of James the Second surrendered to the Anglo-Dutch troops of William 

of Orange. The Rapparees were a wild guerrilla force employed to harass the 

movements of the Williamites. The word signifies the haft of a pike or a 

bludgeon; its application seems to denote the rude kind of weapon with which 

these irregular troops were armed. To this we may add the statement that the 

half pike carried by these lawless individuals was known as a ‘rapery’, and 

that the term, which was in common use during the seventeenth century, 

seems to have been thence derived. It should also be borne in mind that 

Limerick at the Revolution was the last stronghold of King James. The city, 

having been unsuccessfully besieged by W illiam after the victory of the 

Boyne, was regularly invested in 1691 by General Ginkel, and after a 

vigorous and brilliant defence of several weeks an armistice was proposed, 

which led to the famous Treaty of Limerick. The treaty secured the safety of 

the force embodied to defend the place, and the so-called ‘Treaty Stone’ still 

marks the spot near Thomond Bridge, at the entrance of the suburb of 

Thomond, where the treaty was signed.’'*

Era, 11 September 1870, p. 10.
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While Boucicault’s version of Irish history, as reproduced in the reviews, differed 

slightly from acknowledged historical fact, that he wrote such a programme note 

suggests that he chose this particular time in history for reasons beyond the 

costum ing opportunities the period afforded him.'^ By providing the audience with 

his interpretation of Irish history, beyond that actually present in his dramatic work, 

Boucicault was intervening directly in the manner in which The Rapparee was 

received. According to Marvin Carlson, even a relatively modest body of information 

such as a cast list, ‘provides a certain orientation for the audiences, and 

unquestionably affects their reading’.'^ Boucicault directly influenced the reception 

of his three successful Irish plays by his multiple roles of playwright, director and 

actor. For The Rapparee, Boucicault’s programme note served to somewhat redress 

the fact that he was unable to act as direct interpreter of his new play on the London 

stage. The historical details in the programme note, in which the unsophisticated 

nature o f both the rapparee force and its weapons are emphasised, are very closely 

linked to the opening action of the play. The curtain rises on the camp of the 

rapparees with a moonlight view of Blacksod Bay, in County Mayo, as the backdrop. 

The men are drilling with their pikes, and in the course of the opening conversation it 

is made clear that they have no guns, and that this was a contributing factor in their 

defeat at the Boyne: ‘Begorra, thim same guns did good work last year at the battle

In reality, the Jacobite side had relied on the rapparees for much o f  its effectiveness, and William  
had issued a declaration immediately after his victory at the Boyne that he would not pardon the upper 
or landed classes, who had rebelled, such as Boucicault’s O’Malley. Ginkel had argued for pardon and 
restoration o f estates for all those who surrendered, and he allowed the defeated Jacobite forces safe 
voyage to France. See R. F. Foster, Modern Ireland 1600-1972  (London: Penguin Press, 1988), pp. 
149-153.

Marvin Carlson, ‘Theatre Audiences and the Reading o f  Performance’, in Thomas Postlewait and 
Bruce A. McConachie (eds). Interpreting the Theatrical Past, Essays in the Historiography o f  
Performance (Iowa City, lA: University o f Iowa Press, 1989), p. 90.
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of the Boyne, whin we was batin back by King WilHam’s D utch’. D e s p i t e  a lack of 

sophisticated military training and firearms, Boucicault’s rapparees had successfully 

defended Limerick against stronger opposition. Final defeat ultimately results from 

the treachery of an Irishman, and the Williamites are forced to buy the loyalty of the 

conquered Irish by means of the armistice. It is only O ’Malley and the rapparees who 

will not sacrifice their honour for the promise of safety. Boucicault was pointing out 

to his London audience, that although vanquished, the rapparees were clearly the 

moral victors. Ireland under the rule of the Anglo-Dutch was depicted as a place 

where loyalty could be bought while integrity was not valued:

Duquesne: Ulick M ’Murragh sold our best men to the enemy, and as we

retreated, town after town opened their gates to the usurper. I 

could believe that cowardice was an epidemic in this unhappy 

land. Limerick alone held out, but only to make better terms of 

surrender.

O ’Malley: What terms?

Duquesne: All followers of King James to have their lives spared and

property respected.

O ’Malley: They would save their skins at the cost of honour.

Duquesne: In return for their new allegiance to King William, they are

restored to all the rights and privileges of religion which they 

enjoyed under King Charles. And such Irish regiments as 

choose to enlist in the French service are given free passage. I

D ion Boucicault, The R apparee  (Chicago: Dramatic Publishing C om pany, n.d.), act 1, scene 1, p. 7. 
All further references to the play refer to this edition unless otherw ise stated, and are abbreviated to 
Rap.
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went aboard a vessel and sailed for this bay. Honest men are 

no longer wanted here.

{Rap, act 1, scene 1, p. 8)

Richard Cave suggests that the anger explicit in The Rapparee is a result of

Boucicault’s own anger at the English colonisation of Ireland, as later expressed in

18the playwright’s 1881 essay The Fireside Story o f  Ireland. In it, Boucicault 

returned to the aftermath of the Anglo-Dutch victory in which he described the 

Anglo-Irish relationship as a series of grabs from the Irish by the English: the land 

grab, the church grab and the office grab. He considered the W illiamite success to be 

the significant completion of a series of land grabs:

Thirty years later another rebellion broke out in England, and James II 

appealed to the loyalty of Ireland as his father Charles I had done. Again 

Ireland took the field for a liege sovereign. Again English rebellion was 

victorious; and the rebel chief W illiam III made the final land grab. He swept 

the whole of Ireland from under the feet of the people.'^

Although emotively expressed, Boucicault’s account cannot be considered inaccurate 

as the W illiamite victory had resulted in the final surrender of the Catholic landed 

interest. As Cave points out, the anger in The Rapparee does not surface in 

Boucicault’s other Irish dramas: ‘there the tone is not combative but tactfully 

coercive in exciting respect for Irish as distinct from English values, patterns of

Richard A llen C ave, ‘Staging the Irishman’, in J. S. Bratton e t a l.. A cts o f  Suprem acy: The British  
E m pire an d  the Stage, I7 9 0 -I9 3 0  (M anchester and N ew  York: M anchester U niversity Press, 1991), p. 
104.

D ion B oucicault, The F ireside S tory o f  Ireland  (London: G eorge R outledge & Sons, n.d.), p. 11.
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thought and culture’.H o w e v e r ,  while an English-Irish opposition might be 

anticipated in The Rapparee, particularly in light of the programme note, it does not 

actually exist in the play. The English are only mentioned in the opening scene where 

the Doctor, the Irish comic character, criticises the English and their methods of 

warfare, which are depicted as underhand:

The gun is an Englishman’s weapon, and loike him, has to have his belly 

filled before he is fit for worruk. A mane cow ard’s weapon, made to shoot 

round comers, and kill a man whin he isn’t lookin’ -  a foul-mouthed, 

unneighbourly, stand-off, kape-yer-distance kind of weapon. But the poike is 

a rale Irish weapon, intoirely a sociable, quiet, koindly, always ready, open- 

hearted weapon.

{Rap, act I , scene 1, p. 7)

The clumsy opening scene contrasts strongly with the opening scene in Boucicault’s 

later play. The Shaughraun, in which he pits the lively Irish gentlewoman, Claire 

Ffolliott, against the well-meaning English officer. Captain Molineux. In that scene 

the humorous dynamic between the two characters results from sparkling dialogue 

and perfectly-timed humour, and the scene establishes an English-Irish opposition 

that operates on several levels throughout the play. Equally, a powerful English-Irish 

dynamic is present in Arrah-na-Pogue, and is best illustrated by the extremely 

humorous court scene. Anger in The Rapparee is not generally or explicitly 

expressed at the English (in fact, there are no English characters in the play). The 

conquering forces are represented by a Dutchman, General Ginckel, whose

Cave, ‘Staging the Irishman’, p. 104.

124



behaviour and language are foreign so that, even though he is commander of the 

Anglo-Dutch force, he is not associated with England or the English in any way.^'

Significance of title

As with the titles of Boucicault’s other Irish plays, the title of The Rapparee required 

explanation, particularly for a non-Irish audience. As illustrated by Boucicault, 

rapparee is a word with violent and masculine connotations, as the pike would have 

been used in bloody hand-to-hand combat, and it was generally associated with 

soldiers of fortune and lawlessness. The violence inherent in the title is reflected in 

the action and conclusion of the play which is in direct contrast to the strategy 

employed by Boucicault in The Colleen Bawn and Arrah-na-Pogue. In both of those 

plays the title is feminine, not merely because they are the names of the lead female 

characters, and both titles also convey meaning as to the reconciliatory nature of their 

respective conclusions. Arrah is called Arrah na Pogue, or Arrah of the kiss, because 

she has saved the hero’s life by passing a message to him in a kiss, and her surname, 

Meelish, is derived from the Irish word milis meaning sweet. That the colleen bawn, 

an anglicised version of cailm ban, was used as a general metaphor for a feminised 

and colonised Ireland is well demonstrated by the 1868 Tomahawk c a r to o n .B o th  

plays come full circle and end with the title, a technique Boucicault would also later 

use in The Shaughraun, thereby demonstrating that the reconciliation inherent in the 

title has been realised, and reinforcing the character of the heroine, and Ireland:

Eily: I ’m only a poor simple girl, and it’s frightened I am to be surrounded

Boucicault based his character on Godert de Ginlcel who, after distinguishing h im self at the Boyne, 
took over com m and o f  the A nglo-D utch upon K ing W illiam ’s departure from Ireland in September 
1690.

As discussed in Chapter 1. See Appendix 2.
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by so m an y -----

Anne: Friends, Eily, friends.

Eily: Oh, if I could think so -  if I could hope that I had established myself

in a little com er of their hearts, there w ouldn’t be a happier girl alive 

than the Colleen Bawn.^^

Arrah: Ah, sure. I ’ve done nothin’ but what any woman in my place would 

have done. It is when a man is in throuble that the breast of his girl 

grows bowld agin misfortune. When h e ’s wake, sh e ’s sthrong, and if 

he can putect her wid his arm, she can cover him wid her heart. It’s 

then she is full of sinse an’ cuteness -  for her heart gets into her head, 

and makes a man of her entirely. It’s to the famales of my own sex I 

appale in this case. Had any of ye been in my place would ye have 

done a ha’porth less for the man you loved than was done by Arrah- 

na-Pogue?^"^

The heroine of The Rapparee, Grace O ’Hara, differs greatly from her antecedents. 

They are poor whereas she is from a landed family. In comparison with their fair 

hair, Grace’s dark hair is indicative of an inner darkness. Like Fanny Power in 

Arrah-na-Pogue, Grace is in love with a rebel leader but, unlike Fanny, Grace tries to 

convince O ’Malley to remain in Ireland rather than sail for France. Her father is a 

traitor to the Jacobite cause and Grace shares his instinct for self-preservation. She

The Colleen Bawn in David Krause (ed.). The Dolmen Boucicault (Dublin: Dolmen Press, 1964), p. 
104.

Arrah-na-Pogue, in The Dolmen Boucicault, p. 169.
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does not understand why her vanquished lover cannot remain in Ireland under the

new regime:

Grace: Though defeated, you would further some new project. Deny it not. 

But submission is not disgrace, with your force you are respected by 

the foe, and can make good terms. The new rule will not be heavy on 

us, and in our love we shall care little whether William or James 

reigns over the land.

O ’M alley (bitterly): When the devil would tempt man, he has but the

old trick, old as Adam. If I keep so ill my promise to my king, could 

you have faith in mine for you? No! before I forfeit honor, perish the 

last of my name!

{Rap, act 1, scene 1, p. 10)

Like Fanny, Grace is loved by two men, but unlike Fanny, who is tom by love for 

one and respect for the other, Grace plans from an early stage to have one of her 

suitors killed: ‘Beware how you measure wits with me! Or swords with the 

Rapparee! I will foil ye! And he will kill ye!’ {Rap, act 1, scene 2, p. 14). In the 

relationship between Grace and O ’Malley, it is Grace who schemes and plots and 

who is ultimately responsible for bringing events to a violent end. This is in stark 

contrast to Arrah Meelish whose natural instinct is to save life, even at the risk of her 

own.
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Marriage usually represents a reconciliatory and uniting force between opposing 

sides or cultures in Boucicault’s melodramas: The Colleen Bawn, Arrah-na-Pogue 

and The Shaughraun  all end with a double union or marriage. The Rapparee differs 

from that formula. While it contains a secondary love story between Grace’s sister 

Patrice and the French officer Pontis Duquesne, this is never resolved and Patrice is 

not even present at the end of the play. This plot deficiency demonstrates a flaw 

which contributed to the audience’s dissatisfaction with the last act. However, while 

there are two marriages in the play, there is only one bride. Marriage to M ’Murragh 

represents an emotional death for Grace and, should her plan succeed, actual death 

for M ’Murragh. When Grace agrees to marry M ’Murragh in order to obtain his 

mercy for her father, her suitor comments, ‘Then I may bid the priest change the 

service for the dead for the marriage cerem ony?’ {Rap, act 2, scene 4, p. 27). 

However, as M ’Murragh will be later killed at the bidding of his bride, the service 

for the dead will be subsequently also required. For Grace, marriage to M ’Murragh is 

a form of imprisonment and he has to die in order for her to be both physically and 

emotionally freed. Boucicault makes it clear that although Grace marries 

M ’Murragh, she remains a virgin for her second husband, O ’Malley. When in prison, 

O ’Malley urges Grace: ‘Swear to me that, come what may, you will not give yourself 

to U lick?’ {Rap, act 2, scene 2, p. 25). When the couple are reunited, Grace reassures 

O ’Malley of her virginity: ‘I am his wife, but I have not forgot my vows. I have 

brought you safety, but now it is for you to secure mine! Kill that man!’ {Rap, act 3, 

scene 1, p. 30).

Such a startling denouement would have posed problems for Victorian audiences, 

particularly in light of their expectations of m o \h tr  Arrah-na-Pogue. In romantic

128



melodrama the virtuous heroine is usually rescued by her lover just before she is 

forced to succumb to the villain of the piece. But in The Rapparee it is Grace who 

arranges O ’M alley’s rescue, and she does not flinch in ordering the death of 

M ’Murragh, who is her actual husband. While Grace and O ’Malley are reunited at 

the end it is at the cost of a violent death which takes place in full view of the 

audience. Even though he is the villain of the piece, M ’M urragh’s death tarnishes 

their love and there is no joyful resolution. While Ginckel has obtained a pardon for 

O ’Malley to enable him to stay in Ireland, there is no reason to believe that his future 

is bright in an Ireland ruled by the Anglo-Dutch. The Irish remain vanquished and 

there is no evidence of a reconciliation between the opposing sides. Harmony is not 

obtained or restored, and a happy future is not presented for the couple or for Ireland. 

(Further argument about the nature of The Rapparee's ending is rendered

‘y e

problematic by the existence of two different versions of the text.)

The problematic plot and structure of The Rapparee influenced its reception 

significantly. Melodrama prior to Boucicault had traditionally ended with a tableau 

that quickly resolved the plot by means of a dramatic event such as an explosion or 

fire. Boucicault increased the sensation element and rather than restricting it to the 

final tableau, he positioned it earlier in the play’s structure so that rather than being 

just a means to the end, the sensation scene became central to the plot. The slave 

auction in The Octoroon and the cave scene in The Colleen Bawn demonstrate how 

Boucicault could bring excitement to an early pitch and then succeed in holding the 

audiences’ interest until the plot reaches its conclusion. He fails to achieve this in 

The Rapparee, and audience interest is lost once the sensation scene of the burning

See Appendix 5 for a discussion o f the textual differences.

129



building has occurred at the end of the first act. All of the reviews confirm that 

O ’M alley’s rescue of Grace from his burning castle was the highlight of the action:

Measured by the enthusiasm it aroused in the Theatre, the stage conflagration 

in The Rapparee far excels in its power of thrilling the spectators the great 

Fire Scene in The Streets o f  London, and though it is quite open to discussion 

whether to make an audience nervously apprehensive of danger is the best 

mode of attracting them to the Theatre, there can be no doubt of the ingenuity 

with which the ‘sensational’ tableau is contrived.

But after the first act. The Times found that:

the story of the piece seems to fall into abeyance, the incidents of the second 

and third acts, illustrated as they are by beautiful scenery and good acting, 

scarcely leaving any impression on the mind.^^

It was additionally reported that ‘The French continuously make their last acts short, 

but so short an act as the third of the Rapparee seems to carry brevity and abruptness 

to an unprecedented extrem e’, while the Telegraph lamented that ‘The last act is 

probably the shortest known in histrionic annals’.̂ * In addition to criticising 

Boucicault for the brevity of the last act and the abruptness of the ending, London 

audiences were unhappy that the main act on the night’s bill had a running time of 

only ninety minutes, which was very short for a main performance. Even though the

Era, 11 September 1870, p. 10.
The Times, 10 September 1870, p. 8.
Ibid.', Daily Telegraph, 10 September 1870, p. 3.
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audiences at the Princess’s were supporters of Boucicault, The Rapparee clearly fell 

very short of meeting their high expectations of his new Irish drama.

The Rapparee, New York, November 1870

Plays by Boucicault continued to be popular with New York theatre managers and 

audiences even though the playwright had not premiered or appeared in a play there 

since The Colleen Bawn opened in 1860. When The Rapparee opened at N iblo’s 

Garden (where Arrah-na-Pogue had opened in 1865) on 14 November 1870, Joseph 

Jefferson was starring at Booth’s in Rip van Winkle, the play Boucicault had written 

specifically for him in 1865. However, unlike London, there was a lack of 

expectation around the opening of The Rapparee, that can be mainly explained by 

the playwright’s long absence from the New York stage. Boucicault, meanwhile, was 

still in London where he was preparing a new play, Jezebel, for opening at the 

Holbom. N iblo’s and Booth’s were both leading New York theatres at that time, and 

Bruce McConachie labels such theatres as business-class theatres, noting that they 

were established after mid-century by a new class who ‘patronized a kind of 

melodrama which consolidated its hegemony’.̂  ̂At such theatres the emerging 

bourgeoisie were able to enjoy sensation melodramas that helped them make sense of 

their changing lives.

According to George Odell, the New York production of The Rapparee was a 

complete f a i lu r e .T h a t  the play ran for just two weeks suggests that he is correct, 

but a study of the theatre reviews reveal instead a polarised reception by the press:

Bruce A. McConachie, Melodramatic Formations: American Theatre Society, 1820-1870  (Iowa 
City: University o f  Iowa Press, 1992), p. 159.

George C. D. Odell, Annals o f  the New York Stage, Volume IX (1870-1875) (New York: Columbia 
University Press, 1937), p. 25.
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the New York Times and the New York H erald  received the play warmly while the 

New York Daily Tribune and the Evening Post condemned it. In contrast to the 

London reviews, the New York reviews did not give any historical background apart 

from that which is evident from the play. This is explained by the fact that it was not 

a Boucicault production and such information may not have been attached to the 

programme as it had been in London. Thus Boucicault’s direct involvement in the 

reception of the play in New York was limited solely to his role as absent playwright. 

The reviews in the New York Times and the New York Herald  are similar in tone to 

the London reviews in that they focus mainly on the positive and do not aim any 

criticism directly at the playwright. By contrast, the reviews in the Tribune and Post 

opened with stinging personal attacks on Boucicault:

Mr Boucicault with his tinseled, tawdry, stage-carpenter drama is getting to 

be very tedious. It used to be thought that -  and there was a time when even 

Mr Boucicault appeared to think -  that certain, simple obvious, elementary 

merits are essential to a work of literary art.^'

As in London, the most popular aspect of the New York production was the fire 

scene. The New York Times noted the ‘frequent applause and the tumultuous demand 

for a second exhibition of the tableau of the fire’, and the scene was even lauded by 

the Tribune. However, the Tribune's reviewer did not credit Boucicault with the 

success of the scene but used it to criticise him instead:

New York Daily Tribune, 15 November 1870, p. 4.
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The fire scene was the best of the kind we can remember; and the carpenters 

deserve a great deal of credit for it -  as, in fact, they and the scene painters 

do, for the whole frame-work of this preposterous and addle-headed drama. 

This fire-scene was received with the utmost enthusiasm. The rest of the

32piece fell dead upon the auditory, or was only recognized to be laughed at.

The New York reviews were also all in agreement about the high quality of the 

scenery and of the whole production, and, unlike their London counterparts, 

commented on its costliness:

We are quite aware of the price set upon costly toilets on the stage, but we 

may be permitted to express astonishment at the use of silk, and satin, and 

lace under all circumstances, at all hours and under all times. Moving 

accidents by flood and field hardly leave coiffures and flounces unshaken.

The scenery in The Rapparee, if quite as expensive as were the costumes, is a 

good deal more realistic.

The Post was more direct in its comments on the improbable perfect condition of the 

costumes considering the action of the play:

The duel at the close is as absurd, in the light of dramatic probability, as is, in 

actual probability, the entrance of Miss Buchanan arrayed in immaculate satin 

after rushing wildly through storm, mud and water.^"^

Ibid.
New York Times, 15 November 1870, p. 5. 
Evening Post, 15 November 1870, p. 2.
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That such improbabilities in the plot are criticised might imply a declining appetite 

for melodrama among New York audiences. However, as in London, this is evidently 

not the case, but the popularity of the fire scene was not enough to extend the run of 

The Rapparee at N iblo’s beyond two weeks. According to Robert Hogan the problem 

with the play was its absence of humour: ‘It contains large doses of spectacle and 

melodrama which are unleavened by Boucicault’s saving humour . While the play 

undoubtedly suffered for the lack of an effective comic role, the implausibility of the 

plot caused humour among certain elements of New York society, as demonstrated 

by an article in the satirical magazine, Punchinello. It sets a challenge for its 

audience to read an abridged version of The Rapparee and to ‘decide for yourselves 

whether this sort of thing is worthy of the clever mechanic who constructed Arrah- 

na-Pogue'. While this implies praise for Arrah-na-Pogue, the description of 

Boucicault as a ‘clever mechanic’ actually denies the playwright any artistic or 

intellectual sensibility and reduces him socially to the ranks of the working class. 

Playing on the brevity of The Rapparee, Punchinello claims that its abridged version 

is ‘as long as the original and nearly as tedious’. The abridged version is, however, 

very effective in its satirical wit;

Act II

Scene I -  O ’M alley’s ancestral back-garret. Enter Tragic Heroine in ball- 

dress, having swum across the bay.

Tragic Heroine: Ha! also Ho! I am a little out of breath. I think I had better 

faint. {Faints)....

Robert Hogan, Dion Boucicault (New York: Twayne, 1969), p. 94.
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O ’Malley: Heavings! That shriek. T is  my Grace! Tragic Darling, I come

to die with you. {Rushes up the chimney, while the Dutch 

General, blowing o ff the lock o f  the door with his pistol, 

escapes together with his friends. The Castle is carefully taken 

to pieces in sections by the stage carpenters, while torches are 

flashed at intervals. Finally a Roman candle is set off, and the 

O ’Malley Castle fa lls  a prey to a carefully managed  

conflagration -  C urtain.f’̂

Gary Richardson finds Hogan’s reasoning for the failure of The Rapparee 

unconvincing, and in considering why the play was not successful in New York, he 

argues that ‘the attitude toward the Irish among much of the play-going populace of 

New York City was hardly propitious for the opening of a new play centred around 

Irish subjects’. Certainly, the corrupt administration of the city by W illiam Tweed, 

kept in power by the votes of the Irish poor, won no favours among the Protestant 

middle-class for the Irish or Irish-Americans. (Tweed would fall from power the 

following year, by which time he had defrauded the city of thirty million dollars.) 

The New York Times deals with Tweed on the same day that it reviews The 

Rapparee, and the two articles appear on opposite pages. It bemoans Tw eed’s 

maintenance of power by the direct manipulation of the votes of poor Irish 

immigrants. However, the newspaper, known for its editorial fairness, does not hold 

the Irish poor responsible but sees them as victims of Tweed and the political 

process:

P unchinello , 3 D ecem ber 1870, p. 157. Copy attached as Appendix 6.
Gary A. Richardson, ‘The Greening o f  America: The Cultural B usiness o f  D ion Boucicault's The 

Shaughraun', A m erican-D ram a  (Spring 1994), p. 15.
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Of course, it is on the very poor that this load of taxation falls with the 

heaviest weight. Probably no class in the world pays a higher rental, not even 

the occupants of the most ‘palatial’ of the mansions on Fifth avenue, than the 

poor creatures who live in the tenement houses of this City, and vote the 

Tammany ticket on election day; and probably no class is so completely in 

the dark as to the reason why they are so miserably lodged.^^

The other main issue that damaged the cause of the Irish in New York at that time 

was the ‘Orange and Green’ sectarian riots of July 1870 and 1871. The victory of 

Protestant King William at the Battle of the Boyne in 1690 was celebrated each year 

on the twelfth of July by New York Orangemen, descendants of Ulster Protestants. In 

1870 the parade was attacked by a group of Irish Catholics, and eight people were 

killed. A further attack took place on the Orangemen later that day which resulted in 

a full-scale riot. For New York Protestants, the corrupt Tweed regime coupled with 

the sectarian attacks and riots raised serious concerns about both the potential 

tyranny of Catholicism and Irish-American political corruption. The Rapparee, set in 

the aftermath of the Battle of the Boyne, opened in New York only two months after 

the July riot, and the play’s violence reflected the actual violence that had been 

played out on the streets of the city. Richardson suggests that ‘the play’s images of 

Irish factions fighting to the death before a symbolic Ireland might have hit a little 

too close to home to be comfortable for its New York audience’. S u c h  a claim is 

further strengthened if, as McConachie suggests, such an audience consisted in large 

part of an emergent business and aspirant class seeking to consolidate its social 

position by attending particular theatres.

New York Times, 15 November 1870, p. 4.
Richardson, ‘The Greening o f America’, p .16.
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The polarised reception by the New York newspapers certainly points to their, and 

their readerships’, differing cultural politics. By 1870, the New York Times and the 

New York Herald  were the leading newspapers for news, the Times demonstrating a 

higher moral tone that the Herald. When The Rapparee opened, the Times had just 

started its campaign against political corruption in New York. While both 

newspapers covered the arts and cultural events, reviews and coverage tended to be 

perfunctory and were aimed at a very general readership.'^’̂ The New York Tribune 

was the leading daily newspaper among New Y ork’s educated and elite, and while 

the Evening Post did not have the large circulation of the Tribune, according to Tice 

Miller, its readers ‘were that element of America who frequented the Harvard and 

Century Clubs -  in other words the intellectual and cultured elite’.'*' Both 

newspapers aimed for a high cultural tone, particularly with regard to opera and 

drama. Given the similarity of tone between the Tribune and Post reviews, and the 

literary references to Charles Dickens in the Post, it is certainly possible that William 

Winter, drama critic at the Tribune, also wrote the shorter review for the readers of 

the evening newspaper. By referring to Dickens, the reviewer is positioning his 

criticism of The Rapparee against one of the lions of nineteenth-century English 

literature:

‘Time was, that when the brains were out the man would die.’ But in the case 

of M r Boucicault the adage has signally [failed?] of accomplishment. His 

later dramas, if such may be called those absurd messes of hackneyed hero

See Frank Luther Mott, American Journalism 1: A History o f  Newspapers in the United States 
through 250 years, 1690-1940 (New York: The Macmillan Company, 1941).

Tice L. Miller, Bohemians and Critics: American Theatre Criticism in the Nineteenth Century 
(Metuchen, N.J. and London: Scarecrow Press, 1981), p. 86.
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and villain, fire, duel, and dungeon, impossible situations and escape, with 

which he has inflicted us in the last few years, are chiefly good at showing 

that the Crummies style really existed, and was not a figment of Mr 

D ickens’s brain.... But The Rapparee is beneath criticism as a play, and it 

comes before the public with the sardonic grin of approaching death upon its

42very countenance.

First employed by the New York Tribune in 1865 to review Arrah-na-Pogue, W illiam 

W inter was well established as a highly influential critic by 1870. His review of The 

Rapparee is an extremely well-crafted piece of criticism, and its style only serves to 

reinforce the stinging critique of the play. W inter regarded the theatre as a temple of 

art for which the playwright’s duty was to interpret and champion the ideal, and he 

conducts a debate about the drama when reviewing The Rapparee. As reviewer. 

Winter mediated between the performance and the spectator, and he used his role of 

reviewer to promote his own dramatic agenda. He aimed to educate the audience 

about his theory of the aesthetic, and to teach them how to read and appreciate 

culture in a particular way. W inter’s criticism of Boucicault, that he wrote ‘dow n’ to 

his audiences purely for financial gain, reflects the genre criticism levelled at the 

playwright throughout his entire career:

The prevalent doctrine now is -  and it has Mr Boucicault for its prominent 

representative -  that pearls must not be cast before swine; that public 

intelligence is, as the Algebra says, an ‘unknown quantity;’ that popular taste 

only appreciates trash, and covets only what it appreciates; that in order to be

Evening P ost, 15 N ovem ber 1870, p. 2. (M icrofilm  not fully legible.)
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successful it is necessary to ‘write down’ to the populace; and, in one word, 

that talent should consider society as a mob of idiots, worthy merely to be 

toyed with as a pecuniary prey."^^

Winter concludes his personal attack on Boucicault by accusing him of ‘insincerity 

in the m ind..., and rubbish in the production of his pen’, and he considers The 

Rapparee as the product of such shortcomings.'*'* In keeping with the rest of the 

review, the main section displays great prose style and momentum, and vitriol:

Anything so bad, from the hand of a man pretending to be a literary artist, we 

have never seen. Other dramatists, in the Irish line, have exhibited steep 

imbecility, Mr Boucicault’s is mountainous. It is the fatuity of an able man. It 

is cut and dried foolishness. The story of The Rapparee is silly. The chief 

incidents in the working out of it are impossible. The characters are utterly 

devoid of interesting quality. The language is bald. All the hackneyed stage 

properties, that have been worn out in the service of the Hibernian Muse, are 

congregated in this drama, and ‘shot’ upon the audience -  as from the tail

board of a dirt-cart. There is an heroic patriot in the piece, who heads a lot of 

ragamuffins carrying poles with scythes tied on them, and who wants to 

liberate Ireland, and to marry the daughter of one of his enemies. There is a 

faithful adherent, who is quite ready to perish for this paragon. There is a 

scoundrel who would make sausages of his own grandmother, and eat them 

too, in the furtherance of his schemes of lust and greed -  a fat fungus of 

rascality, by the way, not wholly without a sort of parallel in this age of

New York Daily Tribune, 15 November 1870, p. 4.
^Ubid.
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wonders, and therefore admissible. And there are escapes by fire, and escapes 

by water, and escapes that could not have been made by anything -  and there 

is a cHmax such as only dyspepsia could have devised, and only delirium 

could accept. In brief, The Rapparee is an Irish Stew of commonplace and 

twaddle, such as only a demoralized cook could dish up for the victims of a 

cheap boarding house, and such as only the appetite of a theatric ostrich could 

peaceably digest.'*^

One of the most striking aspects of this outpouring is its underlying anti-Irishness. 

W inter’s description of the rapparees reduces the historical aspect of the play to the 

level of comedy, and the only character to whom he allows any credibility is 

M ’Murragh which reflects, perhaps, the level of corruption endemic in Irish- 

American politics at that time. Displaying similarity to the New York Times' article 

of the same day. W inter refers to the Irish as the ‘victims of a cheap boarding house’. 

However, there is no mediating editorial fairness at play here, and play, playwright 

and immigrant Irish all suffer equal scorn from the critic’s pen. Given that W inter 

had reviewed Arrah-na-Pogue very favourably five years earlier (and would heartily 

welcome The Shaughraun in 1874), he cannot simply be regarded as a harsh critic of 

both Irish drama and Boucicault. In 1860, The Colleen Bawn had offered New York 

audiences an escape from the social reality of Irish immigration. Ten years later, the 

tone of W inter’s review of The Rapparee would seem to reflect an increasing 

concern among New York’s emerging bourgeoisie and upper classes about the 

growing population of Irish immigrants in New York, the corrupt political system

Ibid.
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that relied on the Irish vote, and the level of violence perpetrated by the Irish that

summer.

There is, however, another influential factor at play when considering W inter’s 

condemnation of The Rapparee. W inter was a staunch moralist, and his belief in an 

idealised art form placed him in opposition to any form of realism, particularly any 

French melodrama that demonstrated sexual impropriety. According to Miller,

W inter did not think it the place of the theatre ‘to dramatize sociological problems 

such as divorce, adultery, and the “fallen woman”. He refused to consider a depiction 

of “real” life the proper subject for an artist’.'̂ *̂ Formosa had opened at N iblo’s in 

September 1869, and, according to Fawkes, it took a long time before Boucicault 

was forgiven by the New York critics (although he was in London at the time and did 

not produce it). W inter’s review of The Rapparee was a very direct intervention in 

the reception of the play as such a critical and striking commentary could not fail to 

condition the attitude of those who read it. W hatever the merits of the play, the 

review would have had a negative impact at the box office due to the fact that the 

Tribune readers were a potentially large audience for N iblos’ theatre. While 

Boucicault regularly used the pages of the press to rebuff criticism and to defend his 

work, on this occasion he was unable to do so. It is interesting to note how W inter’s 

review carried influence beyond its contemporary readership: in describing The 

Rapparee as a ‘complete failure’ in New York, Odell cites the New York Tribune's 

review as his source."*^

M iller, B ohem ians an d  C ritics, p. 88. The many plays that suffered moral attack from Winter 
included the N ew  York premiere o f  Bernard Shaw ’s M rs W arren's Profession . M iller reports that 
according to Winter: ‘N o right-minded, w ell-bred person introduces an indelicate, not to say foul, 
subject for conversation in a drawing-room . The introduction o f  such a subject would be considered -  
and justly so  -  an insult’.

O dell, A nnals o f  the N ew  York S tage, p. 25.
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Daddy O ’Dowd, New York, 1873

In England, Boucicault’s new plays were not faring much better, and he and Agnes 

were eventually forced to return to the stage in August 1871, making their comeback 

in The Colleen Bawn in Manchester. Boucicault staged his new one-act play, Night 

and Morning, for the last three nights of the two-week engagement. Although not an 

Irish play, Boucicault played the part of an elderly Irish butler, Kerry, and he would 

later rename the play Kerry. It was Boucicault’s first attempt at playing an old 

character, and the role proved to be one he would successfully portray for the rest of 

his acting career, and it formed part of his repertoire during his four-week visit to 

Dublin in April 1872.'** (There is a hand-written copy (not by Boucicault) of the play 

in the Fay Papers in the National Library of Ireland which suggests that it later 

formed part of the Fay brothers’ repertoire."*^)

Boucicault’s success in the role of the aged Kerry may have prompted him to create 

another elderly role for himself in his next Irish play. Daddy O ’Dowd. According to 

Fawkes, Boucicault had started writing the play in England and completed it in New 

York when he and Agnes returned there in September 1872 after an absence of 

twelve years.H ow ever, on the last two nights of his Dublin run that April, 

Boucicault had acted the title role in a play called Denis O ’Dowd, which was the

Hilary Berrow ( ‘Introduction to K erry; or, N ight a n d  M orning', Irish U n iversity R eview  3  (Spring 
1973), pp. 3 1 -5 0 )  notes that the first performance o f  the play in D ublin was at the G aiety Theatre in 
October 1897. In fact, newspaper advertisements and theatre review s o f  the time show  that Boucicault 
ran it at the Theatre R oyal from 11 to 13 April 1872 with The C olleen B awn, and from 15 to 17 April 
with A rrah-na-P ogue.

D ion Boucicault, K erry; or. N igh t an d  M orning, National Library o f  Ireland, M S 10950. An 
undated D e W itt, N ew  York, edition o f  the play also exists.

Fawkes, D ion B oucicault, p. 187.
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supporting work on the bill to The Streets o f  London^^ It was described by the

52Freem an’s Journal as ‘Mr Boucicault’s last new production’. When announcing 

the penultimate night as the Boucicaults’ benefit night, the Freem an’s Journal 

declared that Denis O ’Dowd  had added much to Boucicault’s fame as a dramatist. 

W hile this implies that Denis O ’D owd  had been previously produced, no evidence 

exists to support that possibility. It is more likely that Boucicault was once again 

using Dublin as a provincial try out for a new Irish play. Denis O ’D owd  was not 

reviewed by the Dublin press, most likely because it was only a supporting piece. 

However, it would seem that his new play was an early version of Daddy O ’Dowd.

Immediately upon their arrival in New York, the couple opened in Arrah-na-Fogue 

at Booth’s theatre. It is significant that Boucicault chose to open at Booth’s as it was 

the most architecturally impressive theatre in New York and had only opened in 

1869. Constructed as a fitting home of high culture, McConachie considers that it 

was ‘the most substantial theatrical edifice connecting the bourgeoisie to their 

construction of “the great tradition’” :

Built of granite, the playhouse presented an elaborate French and Italian 

Renaissance facade with white marble statues of Shakespeare, Comedy, and 

Tragedy to passers-by on Twenty-Third Street. Inside, the lobby floor was 

paved with Italian marble tiling, its ceiling adorned with Michelangelo-like

The plays produced by Boucicault during the April 1872 run at D ublin’s G aiety theatre were The 
C olleen  B aw n, A rrah-na-P ogue, The S treets o f  London, N ight an d  M orning, and D enis O 'D ow d. 
A ccording to Fawkes, Boucicault was too tired to bother localising The S treets o f  London  for the 
D ublin stage.

F reem a n ’s Journal, 26 April 1872, p. 4.
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frescoes. Ornamenting the proscenium were marble pillars and another statue 

of Shakespeare.^^

While such an impressive edifice may have represented the cultural aspirations of 

William W inter and his readership, Booth’s had a lot of seats to fill at many different 

p r ic e s .B o u c ic a u lt’s production o f Arrah-na-Pogue clearly succeeded in balancing 

the cultural and the popular by offering elevated sentiment and sensibility while also 

providing spectacular thrills. New York welcomed the Boucicaults back, and they 

played a successful eight weeks at Booths, Night and Morning, now renamed Kerry, 

featuring on the bill.

Daddy O ’Dowd  followed at Booth’s, opening on 17 March 1873, with Boucicault 

starring in the title role. It is possible that he deliberately chose Saint Patrick’s Day to 

premier his new Irish play as that year it fell on a Monday, the day that plays usually 

opened. However, the commemoration of Ireland’s national saint by the Irish and 

Irish-American communities in New York was not an event that was necessarily 

welcomed by others. It had violent associations, particularly in light of the sectarian 

riots of 1870 and 1871. According to Hogan, the plot for Daddy O ’Dowd, was taken 

from a French play, Les Crochets du Pere Martin  by Grange and Corman. A textual 

problem arises when considering Daddy O ’Dowd  as the play text was never 

published. However, a manuscript of the New York production survives, and is the 

version used for the purposes of this work.^^ Boucicault rewrote the play

McConachie, M elodramatic Formations, p. 237.
According to McConachie, William Winter declared that Booth’s ‘has been built to endure’. 

However, the theatre proved too expensive to maintain during the depression years o f the 1870s, and 
was sold and eventually converted into a variety theatre.

Dion Boucicault, D addy O ’Dowd. Printed manuscript corrected by Boucicault, and signed and 
dated ‘Chicago, February 1873’, Princeton University Library, TC023 Playbooks Collection, Box 13.

144



substantially before opening it in London in 1880 as The O ’Dowd, and it is the 

London version that was published as an acting edition. In The Rapparee the textual 

changes were small but significant, and resulted from a variety of possible 

interventions in the play text. In contrast, Daddy O ’Dowd  and The O ’D owd  emanate 

from two separate theatrical contexts and therefore represent Boucicault’s two 

clearly different intentions. Joseph Donohue suggests that in cases where more than 

one text of a play exists, it is a mistake to assume that one text (perhaps the latest 

one) represents the author’s intentions more fully than any other. Instead, ‘each 

separate text may represent a different, independent, “intentionality” ’.̂  ̂This is 

clearly the case with the two versions of Boucicault’s play, as Daddy O ’Dowd  was 

rewritten as The O ’Dowd specifically for a London audience. Boucicault changed 

both the plot and characters, and he also added an extra act set in Ireland. The 

historical and political content added to The O ’Dowd  in 1880 changes the play, and 

influences its reception, to such an extent that The O ’D owd  will be treated separately 

in Chapter 6 as a later Irish play. In addition to rewriting the play, Boucicault 

changed its title and subtitle more than once. It most likely started in Dublin as Denis 

O ’Dowd, and was rewritten for the New York stage as Daddy O ’Dowd', or, Turn 

About is Fair Play. The subtitle was changed to The Galway Pilot when Boucicault 

toured California the following year, and it was known only as The O ’D owd  when it 

opened in London in 1880.

In Daddy O ’Dowd, Michael O ’Dowd junior leaves Ireland for London to practise as 

a barrister. Having fallen in love with the wealthy Lady Gwendoline, he changes his 

name to Percy Walsingham and runs up great debts attempting to impress her and her

Joseph Donohue, ‘Evidence and Documentation’, in Postlewait and McConachie (eds), Interpreting 
the Theatrical Past, p. 182.
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social circle, and this is where the action of the play c o m m e n c e s .A s  Percy and his 

guests enjoy watching the Oxford-Cambridge boat race from Percy’s rented 

riverside home, Leake, the money lender to whom Percy is in debt, arrives with his 

colleague, Chalker, but they leave once Percy assures them that he can meet his 

debts. Percy confesses to his closest English friend, Tom Greenough, that he is 

bankrupt, and that his real name is Michael O ’Dowd, son of a former Galway fish 

salesman. Percy’s father and sister, Mike and Kitty O ’Dowd, arrive unexpectedly 

and suffer teasing and ridicule at the hands of some of Percy’s upper-class guests.

The action then transfers to Galway, and the second act takes place in Mike 

O ’Dowd’s kitchen. Tom Greenough has gone home with Percy to Ireland and has 

fallen in love with Kitty. Lady Gwendoline, suffering due to love of Percy, arrives 

from London wishing to marry him but he vows to travel abroad to protect her from 

social disgrace. A deputation from the Galway town council arrive and pledge 

themselves to return Percy as their M ember of Parliament. Leake and Chalker then 

arrive and the truth about Percy’s financial situation comes out. Mike O ’Dowd 

refuses to pay his son’s debts until he learns that Percy is being charged with fraud, 

whereupon he then banishes his only son from the family

The final act takes place in Galway three years later. Tom has returned from America 

a very rich man and has bought Mike O ’D ow d’s farm in order to reinstate the old 

man, now very poor. Tom is reunited with Kitty, but it is believed that Percy 

drowned when his ship went down. However, Percy had actually managed to save

When discussing Daddy O'Dowd, the son, Michael O ’Dowd junior, will be referred to as Percy, and 
the father, Michael O ’Dowd senior, as Mike O ’Dowd; Boucicault uses both Michael and the shorter 
form o f Mike for both men.
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the ship and some of its passengers, thus redeeming his name and earning a fortune 

in salvage. Percy arrives home and is reunited with his family and Lady Gwendoline.

Daddy O ’Dowd  is a combination of social comedy and domestic drama, and it had 

the potential to be an effective society melodrama, anticipating the work of later 

dramatists. It contained excellent dialogue that, according to the New York Herald, 

‘sparkles with bon mot dash, many of which, by the way, fell unnoticed upon the

58audience . The opening scene depicts Percy W alsingham at the heart of the English 

social establishment, and is very suggestive of events that would take place in 

Algnemon M oncrieff’s flat in Oscar W ilde’s The Importance o f  Being Earnest. 

W hile Percy actually has no money, he lives his life as if he were rich. While his 

butler and footman prepare to serve champagne, Percy’s aristocratic guests admire 

his wealth:

Ossidew: What a lovely place you have here.

Colpoys: Everything is perfect as money can make it.

Greenough: Assisted by good taste.

Colpoys: Of course, he deals with all the swell trades-people, and they

furnish the taste.

Greenough: You are right. Time was when men dressed themselves and

furnished their own houses. Tailors and dressmakers dictate 

the fashions now and good taste is the quality of a shopkeeper 

not of a gentleman.

New York Herald, 18 M arch 1873, p. 6.
D ion Boucicault, D addy O ’Dowd, act 1, scene 1, p. 2.
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Additionally, Percy and Lady Gwendoline banter in a style similar to that of Jack 

Worthing and the Honorable Gwendolen Fairfax in Wilde’s work;

Lady G; So these are what you call your bachelor’s quarters. They are

too charming.

Percy: They only require one thing to render them perfect.

Lady G: You mean me of course! No, a wife would only spoil their

style. Her presence would destroy the peculiar flavor 

pervading the place -  what one might call the sub cid of 

impropriety.

{Daddy O ’Dowd, act 1, scene 1, p. 4)

However, as in Wilde’s play, all is surface only, and the question of false identity is 

central to the action. Percy is a forerunner to Jack Worthing, who always escaped his 

life in the country for London excitement in the guise of Ernest. (Like Percy, Ernest 

also had to face the debt collectors but the scene was cut from the final version of 

Wilde’s play). Percy abandoned his Irish identity upon his arrival in London, and 

Boucicault establishes an Ireland-England dynamic in the play by portraying him as 

easily influenced by English wealth and society. In contrast to Mike O ’Dowd, who 

has acquired property and land by hard work, the English are portrayed as dissolute 

and class-conscious. Leake tells Chalker that:

The world little thinks that proud family, rolling round the park in their

carriage, are only my lodgers. The whole turn-out belongs to me. That
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beauty, wrapped in my cashmere, and lighting up my opera box with my 

diamonds, is only a lodger. Jemmy, only a lodger.

{Daddy O ’Dowd, act 1, scene 1, p. 6)

In England, Percy is ashamed of his real name and changes it to one that sounds 

more English, and thus begins a life of deceit. It is only when he admits to his true 

identity that he can begin to reclaim his old, and more honest, way of life: ‘My name 

is Michael O ’Dowd, and I am the son of a fish salesman, in the Claddagh, county 

Galway. There, it is out! I am better for it’ {Daddy O ’Dowd, act 1, scene 1, p. 8). It is 

an American newspaper ‘The North Star of Nantucket’ that restores and lionizes 

Percy’s real name when reporting how he saved the ship: ‘His name will be 

respected by many an English fireside, and thrill young and old hearts alike with 

admiration. It is not a romantic one, but he may well be proud of it. His name is 

Michael O ’D ow d.’ {Daddy O ’Dowd, act 3, scene 2, p. 27).

It is not insignificant that it is to America, well away from the vice of London, that 

Percy is despatched by his father to earn some money and to redeem his good name, 

or, in a sense, to rediscover his own name. This reflects Boucicault’s own situation 

as, according to Fawkes, he left London in 1872 to escape ‘the petty attacks of 

London journalists to find a land that was free, full of opportunity and appreciative of 

his talents’.H o w e v e r ,  W inter’s review of The Rapparee and the lampooning of the 

play in Punchinello  suggests that there was a certain irony in Boucicault’s aspiration. 

Given the poor reception of The Rapparee, it is not surprising that the New York 

reviews lacked any sense of anticipation or excitement about Daddy O ’Dowd  and

Fawkes, Dion Boucicault, p. 186.
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were, in the main, perfunctory. The fact that Boucicault, at the age of fifty-three, was 

playing his second elderly role on the New York stage seemed only to reflect the fact 

that his dramatic career appeared to be in permanent decline;

If the second and third acts of Daddy O ’Dowd  had been equal to the first in 

symmetry, contrast and animation, Mr Boucicault might be credited with 

having written at the close of a lengthened career as a dramatist, one of his 

best plays.

While Boucicault’s portrayal of Mike O ’Dowd, and of the Irish character in general, 

was warmly received, the reviews certainly did not anticipate the possibility that 

Boucicault’s best work, as both playwright and actor, was yet to come:

Mr Boucicault’s Daddy O ’Dowd  deserves the warmest praise. He portrays 

admirably the virtues of the Irish character, its thrift, industry, domestic 

affection, self-sacrifice and heroic fortitude. Gallery and dress circle, alike, 

applauded the grace, finish and ease which marked his impersonation of the 

part.̂ ^

Daddy O ’Dowd  ran at Booth’s for four weeks, but according to Fawkes they were 

four weeks of bad b u s in e s s .O d e ll records that the play ‘never took a place in 

popular fancy, beside The Colleen Bawn ox Arrah-na-Pogue, yet Boucicault’s Daddy 

O ’Dowd was an extremely interesting and forcible characterisation’.̂ '* The play

New York Times, 19 March 1873, p. 4.
New York Herald, 18 March 1873, p. 6.
Fawkes, Dion Boucicault, p. 187.
Odell, Annals o f  the New York Stage, p. 258.
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formed part of the bill when Boucicault toured California early in 1874, and he 

performed it only on the last night in each city he visited, which was always his 

benefit performance. In the 1870s the West of America was still importing nearly all 

of its theatre from the Northeast, and Leonard Lee Korf suggests that because Daddy 

O ’D owd  was Boucicault’s new play and because it had run for a month in New 

York, it could be relied upon to attract an audience in the ‘hinterlands’.̂  ̂ According 

to John McCormick, the play had a slightly better reception in San Francisco than in 

New York, but the San Francisco reviews do not attest to this.*’̂  Korf continues that 

because Daddy O ’Dowd  was not overly effective, Boucicault always wisely held it 

for his last appearance. A last night combined with a benefit would guarantee a full 

house. Korf claims that:

Although a month on the New York stage might normally be indicative of a 

hit of some proportion in New York, this particular month was much less 

significant because W allack’s was the only operating theatre of stature in the 

summer of 1873, and, therefore, was the only really commendable show in 

town.^^

K orf’s suggestion that Boucicault included the play in his touring repertoire in order 

to improve it is certainly credible, particularly given that the play was later rewritten. 

W hile his argument about the length of the run in New York sounds equally 

plausible, it must be questioned due to his inaccuracy of fact: Daddy O ’D owd  did not 

open at W allack’s and mid-March cannot be considered summer.

Leonard Lee Korf, An Exam ination o f  Som e O bscurities in the Life o f  D ion B oucicault (unpublished  
doctoral thesis. U niversity o f  California, Los A ngeles, 1975).
^  John M cC orm ick, D ion B oucicault (Cambridge and Alexandria, VA; C hadw yck-H eaiey, 1987), p. 
52.

Korf, An Exam ination o f  Som e O bscurities in the Life o f  D ion B oucicault.
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Conclusion

The period following Boucicault’s 1874 play The Shaughraun is generally regarded 

as the most significant in terms of his nationalism. However, as Chapter 2 has 

suggested, by the time The Rapparee opened in London in 1870, Boucicault was 

already strongly associated with Irish nationalism and the Fenian cause. His setting 

of The Rapparee in 1691 was probably for political purposes, made explicit by his 

inclusion of a historical explanation for audiences and his eventual return to the 

aftermath of the Anglo-Dutch victory in his 1881 essay The Fireside Story o f  

Ireland. Boucicault did, however, return to this historical period in 1874 with his 

next Irish play, Boyne Water, for the New York theatre manager Lester Wallack: his 

plans had to change when it emerged that W allack had just bought the latest London 

hit, Clancarthy, which was set in the same period. So he wrote The Shaughraun 

instead:

‘Nothing that I can see ...bu t to change the period of my play, say, to the 

present day.’ ‘But you cannot change Boyne Water to another period.’ ‘N o,’ 

laughed the author. ‘If we could, it might end differently’.̂ *

This suggests that while a politically-aware Boucicault chose particular moments in 

Irish history due to the dramatic political and historical opportunities they afforded 

him, he was first and foremost driven by the desire, and indeed requirement, of 

commercial success. At a time of financial difficulty in 1870, he had turned to a

Dion Boucicault, ‘Leaves from a Dramatist’s Diary’, North American Review, volume 148, 
February 1889, p. 235.
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troubled time in Irish history for the plot of a new play, hoping perhaps to create 

another success in the mould of The Colleen Bawn and Arrah-na-Pogue. However, 

in The Rapparee Boucicault abandoned the winning formula he had used for these 

plays, and which he would revive so successfully for The Shaughraun. Despite the 

popularity of The Rapparee's sensation scene, the play could only suffer when 

compared to the earlier Irish plays:

That the piece will be popular there is no doubt, since the conflagration with 

which the first act terminates is sure to be come matter for town talk: but it 

certainly will not take a high place among the works of Mr. Boucicault.

The Rapparee certainly shared plenty of plot similarities with the earlier plays, as 

was well observed by the critics of the day, but it is the absence of certain attributes 

that weakened it, and disappointed audience expectations. Most significantly, the 

new play lacked the structured opposition, either Irish-English or Irish-Anglo-Irish, 

that was so central to the plots and conclusions of the other plays. That The Rapparee 

did not enter Boucicault’s dramatic repertoire must be partly attributable to the 

absence of suitable roles for both him and Agnes. The fact that the Boucicaults had 

retired from the stage exerted a major influence on the creation of the play as 

Boucicault the author was not present on the stage as actor to interpret his work 

directly for the audience. He was not required to write a central comic role for 

himself, and thus a major shortcoming of the play is that it lacks a character of the 

stature of Myles or Shaun. The absence of an Irish rogue hero who would act as a 

reconciliator between the opposing sides was a shortcoming: in fact the play lacks

The Times, 10 September 1870, p. 8.

153



any really good or redemptive characters. In successful melodrama, virtue and vice 

are usually clearly distinct from each other, but in The Rapparee the lines between 

the characters are blurred. Boucicault also did not have to write a role for Agnes that 

would allow her to display the sweetness and simplicity of nature for which she was 

renowned on the stage, and thus the play lacks a lovable heroine. While Boucicault 

wrote an elderly role for himself in Daddy O ’Dowd to suit his particular acting skills, 

he did not have to create a specific part for Agnes as their marriage was then in rapid 

decline, and Agnes had quit New York for London before Daddy O ’Dowd opened. 

For American audiences Agnes was ‘the ideal embodiment of innocence, artlessness, 

sweetness and simplicity’, and the high regard in which both Agnes and Boucicault 

were held as actors and the on-stage chemistry between the couple should not be 

underestimated when considering the reception of Boucicault’s work.™

Two of the most striking aspects of Daddy O ’Dowd can be regarded as being in 

direct opposition to each other. That Boucicault wrote an elderly role for himself in 

1873 points to his declining physical ability to sustain more youthful and energetic 

parts. This is reflected in New York audiences’ perception of him as an artist 

approaching the end of his career. Yet, at a time when a more realistic form of drama 

was just beginning to displace melodrama, Daddy O ’Dowd represents Boucicault’s 

own attempt to move away from that genre. The focus of the play is on character, 

and not action: Daddy O ’Dowd even lacks a sensation scene. While it cannot be 

claimed that the play depicts interiority or the development of character, it does 

portray the moral qualities and moral development of some of the characters. While 

two of the three acts take place in Galway, landscape is not significant to the action

™ Cited in Bruce A. McConachie, M elodramatic Formations, p. 238.

154



of the play, as is also the case in The Rapparee. W hile Daddy O ’Dowd is the moral 

hero of the play, his Irishness is not essentially central to him in the manner that it is 

to the heroes in Boucicault’s other Irish plays. In fact, such is the lack of a strong 

sense of Irish identity that Daddy O ’Dowd  could have been set anywhere, and this is 

of particular importance with regard to its New York reception. The New York 

Herald  was impressed with the dialogue of the opening act, featuring the London 

action that so anticipates the work that would shortly issue from other playwrights, 

not least Oscar Wilde. Overall, The Rapparee and Daddy O 'D owd  both lacked the 

winning combination of elements that so contributed to the success of Boucicault’s 

other Irish plays: romanticised Irish landscape; traditional Irish melodies; endearing, 

if sometimes rogue, Irish characters; a structured opposition that was ultimately 

reconciled. In the case of both plays, Boucicault’s portrayal of his native land clearly 

did not offer English and American audiences an image of Ireland that was 

significantly meaningful for them.
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Chapter 4

The Shaughraun in New York: Between two worlds 

Introduction

In its review of The Shaughraun’s 1874 premiere, the New York Times made a clear 

distinction between the Irish people represented in the play and the everyday reality 

of the Irish community in New York:

Here we chiefly know the Irish through the medium of very bad domestic 

servants and political followers of ‘Boss Kelly’. From neither point of view 

are they attractive. But it is the Irish of Ireland whom Mr. Boucicault puts 

upon the stage -  not the ward politician, which is the final result of the labors 

of a reign of ‘bosses’.'

This dramatic image of the Irish of Ireland proved to be what many consider 

Boucicault’s finest Irish play. It opened on 14 November at W allack’s, one of the 

city’s most fashionable theatres, located at the com er of Broadway and 13th Street, 

and it ran until the following March, the playwright him self assuming the title role. It 

was an outstanding popular and commercial success, the longest running show at 

W allack’s that decade: the 118 evening performances and twenty-five matinees 

grossed just under a quarter of a million dollars, and receipts for the Thanksgiving

' New York Times, 15 November 1874, p. 7.
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Day matinee at $2,250 were the highest ever recorded in New Yorlc for a single 

performance.^

The Shaughraun had wide appeal, attracting both Anglo-American and Irish- 

American audiences, both communities equally approving of Boucicault’s 

representation of the Irish. While the theatre critics of the mainstream New York 

daily newspapers welcomed Boucicault’s portrayal as a relief from the reality of the 

Irish immigrant community with whom they were confronted on a daily basis, the 

Irish-American community organised a testimonial to Boucicault in order ‘to express 

a thankful consciousness that you have elevated the Irish drama by a just appreciation 

and portraiture of the attributes and peculiarities to which it relates’.̂  The 

Shaughraun is considered to be Boucicault’s most political work: its action 

commences with the return home to Ireland from Australia of an escaped Fenian 

prisoner, Robert Ffolliott. This nationalist content may suggest itself as an important 

factor in its American success, particularly among the Irish-American community.

Criticism of The Shaughraun has mainly focused on such nationalist content, and on 

Boucicault’s elevation of the stage Irishman to new dramatic heights. John 

Harrington and Gary Richardson alone treat the play as written specifically for the 

American stage, Harrington noting that its ‘immediate reception was totally 

positive’.** When a play, such as The Rapparee, is not successful, audience response

 ̂George C. D . O dell, A nnals o f  the N ew  York S tage, Volume IX (18 7 0 -1 8 7 5 )  (N ew  York: Columbia 
University Press, 1937), p. 522.
 ̂ Era, 28 March 1875, p. 10.
John P. Harrington, The Irish P lay  on the N ew  York S tage 1874-1966  (Lexington: U niversity Press 

o f  Kentucky, 1997), p. 24. Gary A. Richardson, ‘The Greening o f  America; The Cultural B usiness o f  
D ion Boucicault's The Shaughraun', A m erican-D ram a  (Spring 1994); (Richardson does not consider 
the play’s reception.)
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is one of several elements of the dramatic equation that is examined. In contrast, The 

Shaughraun’s outstanding success has suggested that the play appealed to all 

audiences, a view that has conditioned subsequent critical response to the work. This 

chapter addresses the fact that no detailed examination of The Shaughraun's 

reception in New York has been undertaken and, in so doing, it demonstrates that the 

play did not actually win favour with all elements of the New York community. It 

also investigates whether the play’s nationalist content was a factor in its reception 

for any section of the audience. In that light, a study of the politics of the play will 

encompass a broader meaning than just Irish nationalist politics.

Box-office receipts provide a picture of popular and financial success, but the study 

of contemporary newspapers undertaken in this chapter assists in a more in-depth 

analysis of the social and political scene. The five best-selling New York daily 

newspapers of the time are considered -  New York Tribune, Evening Post, New York 

Times, New York Herald, and New York World. In New York at that time rapid 

population growth and improved literacy resulted in large increases in newspaper 

circulation, and the five newspapers represent the full range of social class from the 

working-class and small-business men readers of the New York World to the rich and 

influential readers of the New York Tribune and Evening Post. The growing Irish and 

Irish-American community -  by 1870 the Irish represented 21.4 per cent of the city’s 

total population -  created a demand for Irish-American newspapers.^ The most 

popular of these in 1874 was the Irish World, and a study of that newspaper will

 ̂ Hasia R. Diner, “ T h e  M ost Irish City in the U nion’” : The Era o f  the Great M igration, 1 8 4 4 -1 8 7 7 ’, 
in Ronald H. Bayor and Timothy J. M eagher (eds). The N ew York Irish  (Baltim ore and London: The 
Johns H opkins U niversity Press, 1996), p. 92.
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serve to provide an alternative view to that demonstrated by the mainstream New 

York periodicals.

The politics of exile

That the Irish in New York in the decades following the famine were mainly ill- 

educated domestic servants susceptible to political manipulation was an opinion held 

beyond the realms of the New York Times. Reviewing The Shaughraun towards the 

end of its run at W allack’s, Henry James reinforces this image of the Irish: ‘A cynic 

might say that it is our privilege to see Irish types enough in the sacred glow of our 

domestic hearths, and that it is therefore rather cruel to condemn us to find them so 

inveterately in that consoling glamour of the footlights’.̂  Such entrenched views, 

held by New York’s ruling classes, deny the Irish community any possible identity 

other than that of servant or manual worker. They also fail to acknowledge that the 

Irish contributed to American society in ways other than unskilled labouring. While 

the harsh reality for most Irish throughout the nineteenth century was the least skilled 

and lowest-paying jobs, Hasia Diner points out that the Irish community in New 

York consisted of many social and economic layers.^ These ranged from recent 

immigrants, who were mainly unskilled labourers, to more affluent descendants of 

earlier, predominantly Protestant, Irish immigrants including merchants, and a small 

professional class of physicians, lawyers, and teachers who constituted its elite. 

However, it is acknowledged that even the most successful of the Irish could not 

compete socially with the upper levels of New York society.

^Nation,  11 March 1875, p. 178.
’ Diner, ‘The M ost Irish City in the U nion’, p. 94.
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For the New York daily newspapers in the 1870s, Irish politics generally meant the 

corrupt administration of the city by its Irish-American politicians, and their 

manipulation of the votes of the immigrant Irish. Only the New York World gave a 

small amount of regular coverage to Irish political affairs in Ireland. The Irish World 

was equally concerned with New York politics, and also bemoaned the manipulation 

of the Irish vote which brought few social or financial improvements to the Irish 

community. This opinion was demonstrated by its cover illustration on 31 October 

1874, just two weeks before The Shaughraun opened, that cited a recent New York 

Herald article: ‘Nothing is More Useful before an Election Nor More Useless after 

an Election than an Irishman’. Like its mainstream counterparts, the Irish World was 

opposed to the corrupt administration of the city by W illiam Marcy Tweed at

g
Tammany Hall. While it was highly nationalistic and patriotic in tone and content, 

the Irish World was mainly concerned with the interests of the urban New York 

Irish.^ Its aim to champion the cause of the Irish in America was contained within its 

stated principles that ‘The Irish World is Catholic, it is American, it is Irish and it is 

democratic’.'*̂  Its readers may have been Catholic and Irish, or of Irish descent, but 

that did not preclude them from being upstanding citizens who could participate fully 

in an American democracy.

On the day The Shaughraun opened in New York, the Irish World carried a long 

interview with John Mitchel (I8 I5 -I8 7 5 ), the Young Irelander who had been

* Under ‘B o sse s’ such as W illiam  Marcy Tweed and Richard Croker in the later nineteenth century, 
Tammany Hall becam e a synonym for machine politics and the procurement o f  jobs, especially  for 
immigrants, in return for bribes. Tammany Hall was the headquarters o f  the N ew  York county branch 
o f the Dem ocratic Party (originating in the Society o f  St. Tammany, a club founded in 1789).
 ̂For a detailed study o f  the Irish W orld  and its editor, Patrick Ford, see James Paul R odechko, A Case 

Study o f  Irish-Artierican Journalism  I 8 7 0 - I 9 I 3  (N ew  York: Arno Press, 1976).
Irish W orld, 17 October 1874, p. 4.
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transported to Van Diem en’s Land in 1848, and who had escaped to New York in 

1853. One of many Irish nationalists who had sought refuge in America, Mitchel was 

prominent in the public eye over the next five months, coinciding with the run of The 

Shaughraun, culminating in his re-election as MP for Tipperary in March 1875, 

followed by his death in Ireland a week later.”  (It was only after his re-election that 

he had dared to return to Ireland for the first time since his transportation). Mitchel 

had completed the last entry in his famous Jail Journal as he sailed into New York’s 

harbour, his arrival in that city representing the end of his five year journey to 

freedom:

In truth, we can hardly speak, for now we pass the Narrows, leave Staten

Island behind, and straight before us looms the dense mass of the mighty city,

fringed on both sides with forest of masts that stretch away into the blue

distance. Hardly less magnificent, the City of Brooklyn crowns its heights,

and Hnes for miles the shores of Long Island with stately buildings.

W illiamsburg on this side; Jersey City on that -  a constellation of cities! -  a

12ganglion of human life!

However, while nationalists could not return to Ireland for political reasons, the 

majority of Irish in New York would never be able to return home for economic 

reasons. It is against the background of an exiled community that the language of

'' M itchel was first elected  to the Tipperary seat in the 1874 election  but was im m ediately disqualified  
as an undischarged felon. W hen he also won the by-election in 1875, the seat was im m ediately  
awarded to his Tory opponent.

John M itchel, Jail Journal (Dublin; U niversity Press o f  Ireland, 1982 [reproduction o f  Dublin: M.
H. Gill & Son, 1913]). Ja il Journal was originally published serially in M itchel’s N ew  York  
newspaper, the C itizen , from 14 January to 19 August 1854, and was published as a book in the same 
year.

162



freedom and exile in The Shaughraun becomes significant. Boucicault creates the 

idea of a limited form of freedom through the character of the Fenian hero, Robert 

Ffolliott. Like Mitchel, Ffolliott escaped to America from Australia but he was 

prepared to risk recapture by the British authorities and returned to Ireland. Using 

highly emotive language that must have had strong resonance for the Irish among the 

audience, the imprisoned Robert explains why he returned to Ireland:

I was in prison when I stood liberated on American soil. The chains were on 

my soul when I stretched it longing across the ocean towards my home; but 

now I am in prison, this narrow cell is Ireland. I breathe my native air, and am 

free!'^

The Shaughraun is Boucicault’s most contemporary Irish play: set in the immediate 

aftermath of the Fenian atrocities in England in 1867, the events at Manchester and 

Clerkenwell are referred to as recent happenings. The impact of these events in 

England cannot be overestimated. Boucicault had very good knowledge of them as he 

was living in London at that time; he was starring in a revival of Arrah-na-Pogue at 

the Princess’s when the policeman was killed in Manchester in September 1867, and 

when the three Irishmen (the Manchester Martyrs) were hanged for the crime that 

November. He had spent November and early December 1868 in Dublin when he 

chose to withhold ‘The Wearing of the Green’ from Arrah-na-Pogue due to the 

political climate. A proposed amnesty for political prisoners was a major political 

issue of the time, and received extensive coverage in both the Dublin and London
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press. Boucicault’s time in Dublin also coincided with the first anniversary of the 

execution of the M anchester Martyrs. Although living in New York, he clearly drew 

directly on all of these experiences when writing The Shaughraun.

Boucicault would later claim that he had changed a new Irish play, Boyne Water, to 

The Shaughraun in order to suit Lester Wallack. However, according to  Richard 

Fawkes, Boucicault was advised by the playwright and theatre m anager Augustin 

Daly to alter the period and to treat his subject with humour, as the American public 

‘would feel little sympathy for distress in wigs and hooped petticoats, and, in seeking 

escape from the financial depression then enveloping the country, wanted to be made 

to laugh not to think’.'"* While the Fenian events were undoubtedly chosen due to 

their political significance, it must also be considered that Boucicault used them as 

contemporary news events, as he had done before with other issues in The Poor o f  

New York, Jessie Brown, and The Octoroon. The nationalist Irish community of New 

York were removed from the events of 1867 by both time and distance, but The 

Shaughraun offered them another expression of nationalist dissent that was more 

relevant to their lives as immigrants. The intertwined themes of freedom, of hunting 

and escape that are central to the play tap into an emotion of dislocation and exile, 

political or otherwise. At a time when John Mitchel, a well-known political exile, 

was hoping to return to Ireland after an absence of twenty-four years, Boucicault’s 

play dramatised the politics of such an exile.

Dion Boucicault, The Shaughraun, in David Krause (ed.). The Dolmen Boucicault (Dublin: Dolmen 
Press, 1964), pp. 209-10. All further references to the play refer to this edition and are abbreviated to 
TS.

Joseph Francis Daly, The Life o f Augustin Daly (New York, 1917), p. 170; cited in Richard Fawkes, 
Dion Boucicault, A Biography (London: Quartet Books, 1979), pp. 191-92.
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In the opening scene M olineux, the newly arrived English officer, learns to his 

discomfort of the poverty, resulting from Robert’s transportation, of Arte O ’Neal and 

Claire Ffolliott, Robert’s fiancee and sister respectively, who tell him that they rely 

on Conn for their food. The English officer has called to seek permission to hunt the 

land for sport, while the Irish are driven to poach, or hunt illegally, just to survive:

You ask leave to kill game on Suil-a-more and Keim-an-eigh. Do you see that

salmon? It was snared last night in the pool a-Bricken by Conn, the

Shaughraun. He killed those grouse at daylight on the side of Maumturk.

That’s our daily food, and we owe it to a poacher.

(TS, act 1, scene 1, p. 178)

Conn safeguards the physical well-being of Claire and Arte by ensuring that they 

have enough food to eat, and he ensures their emotional well-being by rescuing 

Robert from Australia. By using the same poaching imagery to evoke the pathos of 

the exiled prisoner, Boucicault links the suffering of those left behind in Ireland to 

those in exile:

Father Dolan: You rogue, you boarded that ship on purpose.

Moya: Ay, to get nearer to the young masther. And did you find him.

Conn?

Conn: I did. And oh, sir, when he laid eyes on me, he put his two

arums around my neck, an’ sobbed an’ clung to me like when 

we were children together. “W hat brings you here?” ses he. 

“To bring you back wid me”, ses I. “That’s impossible” , ses
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he; “I am watched”. “So is the salmon in the Glenamoy”, ses I; 

“but I get ’em. So is the grouse on Keim-an-Eigh; but I poach 

’em. And now I’ve come to poach you”, ses I. A n’ I did it.

(TS, act 1, scene 4, p. 192)

Once freed by Conn, Robert is able to make his way to America, and when the play 

opens he is on the run in Ireland. Robert’s plight was therefore highly topical, as the 

subject of Fenian prisoners was prominent in the autumn of 1874, mainly in the 

British, Irish and Irish-American press. The subject also received some coverage in 

other New York newspapers, including the New York World: ‘It is reported that Mr 

Disraeli will on his approaching visit to Ireland recommend that a general amnesty be 

granted to political prisoners’.'^ At that stage many Fenians had been released, but 

those remaining in custody included those Irishmen who were soldiers in the British 

Army at the time of their arrest. Tried for treason against the Crown, there seemed to 

be no hope for their release, and six of them, arrested in 1866, remained in prison in 

Fremantle, Australia. On 15 July 1874, John Devoy -  who had himself served five 

years hard labour in England -  and sixty other Clan na Gael delegates, representing 

eighty-six branches of the organisation throughout the United States, met to consider 

the plight of the Fremantle prisoners.'^ Devoy outlined his plan of sending a ship to 

rescue the prisoners, and the Australian Prisoners Rescue Committee was established 

to raise funds for the mission.'^ In order to do so, the committee took a huge gamble 

and sent a rough outline of the rescue plan to every Clan na Gael branch, hoping that 

the information would not make its way to British officials.

New York World, 25 September 1874, p. 4.
Clan na Gael was an oath-bound organisation founded in New York in 1867.
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It is not beyond the realm of possibility that Boucicault was aware of the proposed 

mission as he worked on his new Irish drama that summer. Played out against this 

real backdrop of the development of a highly ambitious rescue plan, Conn’s own 

rescue mission to Australia does not seem so implausible. The Catalpa sailed from 

New Bedford, M assachusetts, on 29 April 1875, just weeks after The Shaughraun 

closed in New York, and it succeeded in its mission: the Fenian prisoners were 

rescued in April 1876, and were delivered safely to America that August. And so the 

action of The Shaughraun was to prove even more topical than anyone could have 

imagined.

Constructing an image of Ireland

Before The Shaughraun opened, Boucicault, as was often his custom, released a 

detailed advance notice to the New York press and, in addition to advertising, The 

Shaughraun  received advance coverage in three newspapers -  the New York Herald, 

the New York World and the New York Times. It is an indication of the waning 

popularity of Boucicault as playwright that he had to emphasize the success he had 

enjoyed over the previous thirty years. The Herald  actually lists thirty-four of his 

most popular plays, and the tone and use of the past tense reflects the general feeling 

that Boucicault was approaching the close of his career: ‘Since the appearance of his 

first work, some thirty years ago, this author claims to have produced upwards of 

some 400 plays. Nearly all of these obtained at least temporary popularity, while a

For a full account o f the rescue mission see Peter Stevens, The Voyage o f  the Catalpa (London: 
Weidenfeld & Nicolson, 2003).
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18large number have retained possession of the stage even to the present day '. As an 

additional incentive to audiences, the Herald  accurately comments, undoubtedly 

informed by Boucicault, that ‘It is worthy of remark that many of Mr. Boucicault’s 

most successful plays have been written in A merica’.’  ̂So while Boucicault 

associated his new Irish drama with the success enjoyed by his most popular Irish 

plays, he also firmly established the new play’s American credentials (Boucicault 

himself had been naturalized as an American citizen by that time). The H erald  gave a 

detailed plot summary and concluded, in a somewhat contradictory manner, that, ‘As 

will be seen from the sketch of the plot given above, the new play deals with 

incidents of Irish contemporary life, and its main features are strictly historical’. 

Writing under the pseudonym of Nym Crinkle, the New York W orld’s critic, Andrew 

Wheeler, opened his preview with a lyrical description of Conn the Shaughraun. 

Wheeler never visited Ireland, so he was clearly working with Boucicault’s own 

words: his depiction of an Irish ‘type’ is far removed from the general image held of 

the Irish in New York at that time. W heeler’s characterisation encompasses 

Boucicault’s description of Conn in the dramatis personae: ‘the soul of every fair, 

the life of every funeral, the first fiddle at all weddings and patterns’ {TS, p. 174).

The expression ‘active indolence’ serves to sum up the contradictions that are central 

to Conn’s character and that form the basis of his mass appeal:

Those who have visited the racecourses in Ireland have not failed to remark a 

singular personage who figures there. He is usually dressed in some old 

sporting rags, half jockey, half huntsman; he is a walking burlesque. He will

N ew  York H erald , 14 N ovem ber 1874, p. 7, my italics.
Ibid.
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hold your horse, or sell you a card of the races, or sing a song, or run a 

message. He knows every face, and is known to all. You have met the same 

figure at the crossroads with a fiddle, dancing a jig  in the mud to hail your 

approach. He is the life of every funeral, the soul of every wedding. He is the 

expression of all that is reckless, thoughtless, good-humored and dissolute in 

the Irish nature, of its active indolence.^'

This description contrasts sharply with W heeler’s explanation of the real life basis 

for the character of Harvey Duff, and it is clear that he was again using material 

proffered to him by Boucicault (two other newspapers referred to the same details 

when reviewing the play). In similar terms of familiarity, W heeler reminded his 

readers o f historical events in Ireland:

It may be remembered that three years ago a police agent was shot down in 

the streets of Dublin. A man was arrested for the murder, and on the trial the 

evidence for the defence proved that the police agent had gone down in 

disguise to Tipperary, and having passed him self off as a Fenian emissary 

proceeding to preach rebellion and swear in as many of the peasantry as he 

could decoy. He, being a Protestant, went to chapel, took the sacrament, and 

went through all the forms of their religion to keep up his assumed character. 

This man subsequently denounced his own victims and obtained their 

conviction. For this service the English Government had given him a pension,

“  Ibid.
Sew York World, 8 November 1874, p. 6.
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and he was enjoying that bounty when the relations of the men he had 

betrayed shot him down in the streets.

Boucicault had drawn his inspiration for Harvey D uff from Fenian events even more 

recent than those of 1867, as the character is based on a Head Constable Talbot who 

was shot in Dublin on 12 July 1871. W hile W heeler does not name him as such in the 

preview, he does when reviewing the play, as also does the New York Herald. Talbot 

was a very successful police spy, as reported by the Irish Times the day after he was 

shot:

At the commencement of the Fenian movement in this country Talbot was 

selected by the authorities as one of the ablest men in the constabulary force 

to bring the heads of the conspiracy to justice .... In 1866 he was sent upon a 

mission to the county of Tipperary, where he discovered the existence of a 

conspiracy to hand over to revolutionists the forts and guns of the 

authorities.... Since the period of Head Constable Talbot having given 

evidence against Colour Sergeant M ’Carthy, of the 47*'’ regiment, and the 

other soldiers who were tried by court martial, and convicted of complicity in 

the Fenian conspiracy, he has, it may be said, been a marked m an.... His 

keenness and discrimination under circumstances that would be embarrassing 

to many men, merited the praise of his superiors, and eventually, the Fenian 

conspiracy having been suppressed, Head-Constable Talbot was, about two 

years ago, released from duty on a pension of £100 a year -  namely a full 

pension of £50 a year from the Constabulary Fund, and £50 a year additional

“  I b id .
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from the Government for the success which had attended the discharge of his 

duties as a detective.

Talbot initially survived the attack but died on 17 July, and one Robert Kelly was 

tried for his murder. Kelly was successfully defended by Isaac Butt, the jury taking a 

mere twenty minutes to reach its v e rd ic t .T h e  case proved to be very divisive for 

several reasons, and received extensive coverage in the London press. Kelly’s 

acquittal resulted in the call for the abolition of trial by jury in Ireland. In defending 

Talbot, The Times also referred to his pension (which is reported as a larger sum than 

in the Irish Times) and his duties as a detective:

The enemies of Head Constable Talbot have had their full revenge.... He was 

in receipt of £100 a year pension from the constabulary as head constable and 

£100 more as good service pension from the G overnm ent.... It is hardly 

necessary to say that his services to the Government were perfectly legitimate, 

and came with his duties as a detective.

In Arrah-na-Pogue, the English officer. Major Coffin, regarded sentencing Shaun to 

death as merely carrying out his duty to the Crown:

Major: Prisoner, we deeply regret the sentence which it is incumbent upon us 

to pass upon you; but the Court knows only its duty and the penalty ascribed 

to your crim e....

Irish Tim es, 13 July 1871, p. 3.
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Shaun: Well, yer honour, I don’t blame ye, for you have done your jooty, I 

suppose, by the King that made ye what ye are -  long life to him! -  and that 

jooty is now to hang me; and I have done my duty by the man that made me 

and mine what we are, and that’s to die for him. I could do no more, and you 

could do no less.^^

Harvey Duff, while mainly functioning as a lackey to the squireen Kinchela, is 

described in the dramatis personae as ‘a Police Agent in disguise of a peasant, under 

the name of Keach’ {TS, p. 174). Drawing on the Talbot case, Boucicault returns to 

the contrast between an official justice as enforced by the British authorities, and a 

true sense of justice by which the Irish act:

Harvey Duff: My jooty! Was it my jooty to come down here among the

people disguised as a Fenian delegate, and pass myself off for 

a head centre, so that I could swear them in an’ denounce ’em? 

Who gave me the office to trap young Ffolliott? Who was it 

picked out Andy Donovan, an’ sent him in irons across the 

say, laving his young wife to die in a madhouse?

Talbot was due to leave Ireland the week he was shot in order to escape the threat to 

his life. Similarly, Harvey Duff counsels himself to leave: ‘take a friend’s advice -  

get out of this place as quick as you can’ {TS, act 2, scene 1, p. 200). However, he 

ignores his own advice and meets a violent death, and true melodramatic justice, by

Kelly was later successfully prosecuted for the attempted murder o f a policeman who was shot in the 
leg by him when giving chase, and was sentenced to fifteen year’s imprisonment.
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choosing to jum p rather than fall into the hands of the families of those he has 

betrayed. The stage directions read:

Shouts -  Harvey Duff, bewildered with fright, and running alternately to the 

edge of the cliff and back to look at the approaching crowd, staggers like a 

drunken man, uttering inarticulate cries of fear. The crowd, headed by Biddy 

Madigan, Nancy Malone, rush in. Uttering a scream of terror, Harvey Duff 

leaps over the cliff. The crowd pursue him to the edge and lean over. (TS, act 

3, scene 4, p. 236)

In constructing his image of Ireland for an American audience, Boucicault provided a 

level of detail that fleshed out the characters of Conn and Harvey Duff before The 

Shaughraun  even opened. While he depicted both characters as real, he made it clear 

that the character of Harvey Duff was derived from historical fact: he was the corrupt 

product of British rule in Ireland. Such sentiment was to the fore during the trial of 

Robert Kelly: while Talbot may have just been carrying out his work duties, he was 

widely condemned for his spying activities.

Such previews suggested political content in The Shaughraun, and readers would 

have been left in no doubt as to where political sympathy would lie. While the New  

York Times abstained from offering plot details or background sources, it did, 

however, inform its readers that the title of the play ‘is to be pronounced as if written

The Tim es, 18 July 1871. p. 10.
A rrah-na-P ogue, in Krause, The D olm en B oucicault, act 3, scene 5, p. 154.
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“Shockrawn” ’. Boucicault had clearly addressed Lester W allack’s objection to the 

title of the play on the grounds that no one would be able to pronounce it, let alone 

understand it. Boucicault was, therefore, offering New York audiences both a literal 

interpretation of ‘shaughraun’, so that they would know how to say the word, and a 

cultural interpretation, so that they would know how to read the play and its leading 

character, Conn. This title carries even further significance because Boucicault had 

written the role of Conn specifically for himself, and as Nicholas Grene points out, 

‘there is a particular piquancy in having the illiterate Conn played by the man who 

wrote the whole play’.̂ *

It is worth noting that The Shaughraun differs from Boucicault’s other Irish plays in 

that it does not have a subtitle. The Brides o f Garryowen and The Wicklow Wedding, 

the subtitles of The Colleen Bawn and Arrah-na-Pogue respectively, inform 

audiences of the double marriage that takes place at the end of those plays. The 

Shaughraun actually ends with a triple marriage but its lack of a subtitle reinforces 

the fact that the pivotal person of the drama is its title character. Boucicault’s 

dramatis personae description of Conn as ‘the soul of every fair, the life of every 

funeral, the first fiddle at all weddings and patterns’ can be regarded as the subtitle to 

the play: the audience was being advised not to expect another elderly role of 

Boucicault, but something very different.

New York Times, 13 November 1874, p. 5.
Nicholas Grene, The Politics o f  Irish Drama: Plays in Context from  Boucicault to Friel 

(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1999), p. 15.
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‘Ireland and Irishmen as they are’

Despite expectations raised by W heeler’s preview in the New York World, a study of 

the opening night reviews of The Shaughraun reveal an overall lack of impact as a 

political play. That is not to say there was no mention of Irish politics, but rather that 

any such comments were, in the main, marginal. In a very long review covering two 

full columns, W heeler barely touched on the political as either background to or 

substance of the plot. Of the three points he did make, however, all established a link 

between the play and real life. In referring to Robert Ffolliott’s pardon by means of a 

general amnesty, W heeler commented, ‘such as Mr. D ’Israeli is said to contemplate, 

and to expect which there is great reason since the unmolested return to his home of

29John M itchel’, reflecting news already carried by the paper that September.

W heeler’s other two points referred to the authenticity of the actors playing Harvey 

Duff and Ffolliott, Harry Beckett and J. H. Polk respectively. He advised Beckett that 

should he doubt the success of his portrayal of Duff, all he need do is walk through 

the Sixth and Fourteenth Wards of New York City in character. Similarly, he advises

30that Polk should expect to be recruited as ‘a head centre of the Fenian organisation’. 

By making these connections between the fictitious characters and the Irish 

community, W heeler was suggesting that politics lay at the heart of that community. 

The New York Herald  also linked fact and fiction, and noted that Boucicault ‘taking 

for his cue political events that are still fresh in the public mind, has woven facts and 

fictions so closely together that those familiar with the contemporary history of

New York World, 15 November 1874, p. 4. 
Ibid.
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Ireland will detect many pertinent allusions to the occurrences of the day’.^' For the 

newspaper readers, however, the allusions remained allusions because the only real 

event referred to in the review is the Talbot affair, suggesting that the reviewer was 

drawing on Boucicault’s preview only, and not on any of his own actual knowledge 

of Irish history or politics. The review is quite clear that the play deals with the 

personal and not the political:

With his usual skill, however, Mr. Boucicault has avoided dangerous political 

entanglements. Although the plot of the play was suggested by the adventures 

and tragic end of the celebrated police spy, Talbot, the author avoids dealing 

directly with the political questions by making the incidents of his play hinge 

on motives purely personal to the group of persons directly affected by the 

action of the play. The political allusions are therefore no more than the spice 

and flavor of the good things set down before us.

W hether any political aspect of the play offers no more than ‘spice and flavour’, or 

whether the reviewer is unable to inteipret, in a manner which may have been 

intended by the playwright, what he refers to as ‘political allusions’, must be 

questioned.

In the New York Tribune’s review, W illiam W inter made only one passing comment 

on any political element of the play, and that was to deny any significance in the fact 

that Robert Ffolliott is a Fenian: ‘Its hero derives no importance from the fact that he 

is an escaped and hunted Fenian, but appeals to sympathy, and wins it, wholly by

New York Herald, 15 November 1874, p. 12.
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> 32virtue of being a gallant, high-spirited youth and a faithful lover of a noble girl’. 

Similarly, the New York Times and the Evening Post made no reference to Irish 

events or politics other than to describe Robert as a Fenian. It is therefore clear that 

the mainstream New York press did not read any element of Irish political 

nationalism in the play, and that any references that were made to historical or 

political events, in either the previews or the reviews, were directly prompted by 

Boucicault.

The ‘Irish of Ireland’

An absence of comment on Irish nationalism does not indicate a lack of interest in 

the Irish. Rather, the reviews provide an effective commentary on the social politics 

concerning the Irish in America at that time. The New York Times is particularly 

interesting from this point of view as it demonstrated a visible sense of relief that the 

Irish characters in The Shaughraun are decidedly unlike the Irish living in New York. 

A distinction is made between ‘the Irish of Ireland’, presumably the Irish still living 

in Ireland, and the Irish in New York, as if the two groups were somehow of different 

race. While the editorial tone of the New York Times was generally sympathetic to 

the plight of the impoverished Irish community, in treating the ‘native’ Irish and 

‘Am erican’ Irish as different, no acknowledgement is made that social conditions, in 

both Ireland and America, may have rendered it so. Equally, Irish politics represent 

politics in New York and not in Ireland. Boucicault has portrayed the true Ireland; his 

replacement of the traditional stage Irishman by a ‘portrait from nature’ is welcomed, 

and a tangible sense of regret exists that the New York Irish cannot be so easily 

replaced:

New York Tribune, 16 November 1874, p. 5.
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He has created an Irish drama, and almost driven the old-fashioned rough- 

and-tumble Irishman from the stage. The caricature has gone. The portrait 

from nature has been substituted in its stead. Mr. Boucicault has caught the 

spirit of the wild romance of Ireland, and made us see almost the picturesque 

beauty of its landscapes, as well as the warm-hearted but fitful and uncertain 

character of its people. What Lever did in novels Mr. Boucicault has done on 

the stage -  depicted to us Ireland and Irishmen as they are, taking the best side 

of both, as an author has a perfect right to do, but in the main endeavouring to 

be just. All Irishmen are not like the Shaughraun, but we hope some of them 

are, although we do not happen to meet with them in New York. Here we 

chiefly know the Irish through the medium of very bad domestic servants and 

political followers of “Boss Kelly” . From neither point of view are they 

attractive. But it is the Irish of Ireland whom Mr. Boucicault puts upon the 

stage -  not the ward politician, which is the final result of the labors of a reign 

of ‘bosses’.

At the New York World and New York Tribune, W heeler and Winter, respectively, 

restrict their comments on the Irish to stage characters only. W heeler opens his 

review with an entertaining summary of the history of ‘Irish Dram a’. He describes 

the ‘average stage Irishman’ and the ‘true Irish woman’, pointing out that such 

characters will not actually be found in Ireland:

New York Times, 15 November 1874, p. 7.
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Until those who only travelled over Ireland with the scene painter, or made 

acquaintance with its melodies through orchestra effects, or studied its people 

and customs by the aid of theatrical p lo t... have really come to believe the 

average Irishman to be a man who wears remarkable stove-pipe hats that 

bristled in the crown bands with stumpy pipes, and who, hating the cruel red 

flag of England with not only his heart, under a fustian coat, but with his 

heels in jig  gyration, nevertheless always wore a red cravat, ‘likes of which’ 

no bull could contemplate without goring the parish priest while standing at 

the church porch; or they have come also to recognise as the true Irish woman 

that female who passed her life alternately weeping in mountain grottoes and 

in waxing facetious in cosy cabins over the fumes of whiskey punch and the 

demonstrative lovemaking of any ‘broth of a boy’ who chose to come along 

full of sentiment and patriotism. Your average stage Irishman is an ideal 

character for whom you will vainly search from Kinsale to Coleraine in the 

Emerald Isle. '̂*

W hile aspects of Conn and Moya are undeniably present in this stage-Irish 

description, for Wheeler, Boucicault is the most successful dramatist at portraying 

Ireland’s real character, customs and daily life. Of course, W heeler may well be 

drawing on material supplied by Boucicault for it was the playwright’s avowed 

intention to replace the traditional stage Irishman with his true portrait of life. W inter 

also finds truth in Boucicault’s characters: ‘the portraiture of Irish ways and customs

New York World, 15 November 1874, p. 4.
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is in part so spontaneous that it seems half involuntary, and even when artfully 

labored is truthful and felicitous’.

Between them, the reviews reject both the Irish community living in New York and 

the Irish people as represented on the American stage, and demonstrate the 

continuing anti-Irish sentiment of the latter half of the nineteenth century. It is 

Boucicault only, for them, who is presenting the true Ireland, and the true Irishman 

and Irish woman. The question, therefore, for Anglo-American playgoers, is not 

about Irish politics or nationalism but about the Irish race. The Irish people they 

encounter in their day-to-day activities or view as their entertainment on stage differ 

greatly from their idealised image of the Irish race in its native Ireland. Boucicault’s 

play offered its viewers an escape from the social reality of a rapidly increasing 

immigrant community and, indeed, an escape from the flux and upheaval that 

resulted from the enormous growth of all aspects of New York city. Despite the 

initial cynicism of Henry James, he recorded that for him ‘the chords that are 

touched’ are ‘Love, devotion, self-sacrifice, humble but heroic bravery, and 

brimming Irish bonhomie and irony.... for it was his [Boucicault’s] happy thought to 

devise a figure which should absolutely, consummately, and irresistibly please. It has 

pleased mightily.’^̂

For the New York Times and Evening Post, The Shaughraun additionally offered an 

escape from the horrors of French drama. ‘Nobody runs off with anybody’s w ife’, 

reports the Times with a sigh of relief to its middle and upper class readers. Again,

New York Tribune, 16 November 1874, p. 5.
Nation, 11 March 1875, p. 178-9.
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the attraction of the piece lies in the perceived honesty of its portrayal, or in the 

portrayal of a reality which does not exist but which they would like to exist. The 

adjectives used -  honest, innocent, truth, purity -  represent a idealised view of 

Victorian, and Irish, society. Therefore, Boucicault offered yet another level of 

escape from the reality of ‘m odem ’ society:

For some little time last year there seemed a probability of the public being 

drawn off to the disgusting obscenities which in these days are put upon the 

stage under the name of ‘French plays.’ But a love of honest and innocent 

amusement has beaten down the demand for French filth.

After the impurities and mock sentimentality of the modem French drama, 

‘The Shaughraun,’ Mr. Boucicault’s new play... is as sweet and refreshing as 

the odor of the wild heather.... In ‘The Shaughraun’ there is not a word, not a 

thought expressed or implied, which could shock even the most fastidious but

T O

the whole piece breathes a spirit of truth and purity.

The Catholic Priest

Richardson argues that in The Shaughraun Boucicault aimed to allay Anglo- 

American fears that the Irish were ‘congenitally corrupt, violent, and “too Catholic” 

to embrace democratic principles and rule democratic institutions’.̂  ̂To this end, he 

claims that Boucicault used the character of Father Dolan to specifically address

New York Times, 15 November 1874, p. 7. 
Evening Post, 16 November 1874, p. 2. 
Richardson, ‘The Greening o f America’, 16.
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Anglo-American fear of Catholicism and a potential Catholic tyranny.'*^ Boucicault 

was suggesting that good priests ‘are more concerned with spiritual than temporal 

matters and make poor politicians. Additionally the issues that daily result in political 

compromises are so rigidly conceived as moral questions by conscientious Catholic 

priests that their scruples foreclose political involvement.’'*' This point of view is 

well supported by the action of the play. As joint guardian with Corry Kinchela of 

Robert Ffolliott’s affairs, Father Dolan has become so involved in protecting the 

emotional well-being of Arte O ’Neal and Claire Ffolliott that he has, unknown to 

himself, let Robert’s estate pass into the ownership of the unscrupulous Kinchela. 

When Robert’s visit to the priest’s house is interrupted by the arrival of Captain 

M olineux’s platoon of soldiers searching for the escaped Fenian convict. Father 

Dolan is tom between his love for Robert and his duty to the truth. He cannot bring 

himself to lie or to speak the truth but his inability to lie is in fact a statement of the 

truth that Ffolliott is concealed in the house. The fact that M olineux, symbol of 

British authority in the play, is prepared to accept Father D olan’s word because he is 

a priest serves to deepen the dilemma. He is saved from actually uttering the words 

that will lead to the arrest by Robert’s own surrender, and this also serves to 

underline Ffolliott’s equally high moral code:

Molineux: Have I your word as a priest, sir, that Robert Ffolliott is not

under this roof?

John Hughes, bishop o f  N ew  York until 1864, and his successor, John M cC loskey, turned Irish 
immigrants into avid churchgoers. The array o f  Catholic institutions created, particularly the parochial 
schools, cem ented the bonds between the laity and the church. See D iner, “The M ost Irish City in the 
U nion”, p. 103.

Richardson, ‘The Greening o f  Am erica’, 1 8 -19 .
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(Father Dolan, after a passionate struggle with himself, turns from 

Molineux, and buries his face in his hands.)

Robert enters.

Robert: No, sir, Robert Ffolliott is here!

{TS, act 1, sc. 4, pp. 196-7)

Father Dolan is then forced to witness the results of his verbal hesitation as Robert is 

taken away in handcuffs while a distraught Arte throws herself upon him. ‘What have 

I done? -  what have I done?’, the priest moans in despair as he collapses into a chair. 

Boucicault is suggesting, argues Richardson, that Father D olan’s moral principles are 

too rigid for politics. Regardless of national politics or personal loyalty, his duty is 

first and foremost to his vocation as a priest. Such an apolitical portrayal of a 

Catholic priest who is surrounded by symbols of political nationalism could reassure 

those elements of New York society concerned with the rapid growth of the 

immigrant Catholic population, and the power a strengthening Catholic hierarchy 

might eventually wield.

W hile Richardson does not actually consider the New York reception of The 

Shaughraun  when formulating his argument, the reviews clearly demonstrate that the 

audiences certainly did draw solace from Boucicault’s version of an Irish priest. The 

role of Father Dolan was extremely well received, ‘a parish priest -  a noble specimen 

of the class, full of lofty honor and gentle piety’, reported the New York Times. T h e  

New York Herald  reported on the dramatic power and suspense of Robert’s arrest, 

and on the audience’s deep satisfaction with the scene:
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The suspense is broken by Robert FfolHott emerging from his hiding place 

and surrendering, in order that the priest shall be saved the terrible choice of 

betraying his guest or staining his conscience with a lie. The effect of this 

situation is remarkably powerful and the spectator cannot refrain from the 

deepest sympathy with the poor priest whose duties as a minister of God and 

a host are placed in irreconcilable antagonism. As the curtain went down the 

people gave enthusiastic expression to their satisfaction."*^

As with Boucicault’s portrayal of Irishmen, the dramatic image was preferred to the 

real thing, and the New York Times actually melds the two: ‘Mr. Gilbert presents a 

beautiful study of an Irish priest -  if all priests were like him the converts to Roman 

Catholicism would be much more numerous than they are’.'*'̂  This implies that 

Boucicault has presented a real Irish priest on stage, as if an Irish priest in Ireland 

could be different to an Irish priest in America. At the New York World, W heeler also 

merges the dramatic and the real. As he claimed for the character of Harvey Duff, 

Father Dolan could also easily pass himself off as the genuine article off the stage as 

well as on. Again, audience desire for Father Dolan to be a real priest is expressed: 

‘The audience look as if wishing him to descend into the orchestra, lay his kind hand 

on the saint-like head of Thomas Baker, and thence go around parquet and boxes 

dispensing pleasant benedictions.’'*̂  If Father Dolan represents what was desired of a 

priest, the implication seems to be a combination of anti-Catholicism and/or a 

dissatisfaction with real-life Irish priests working in New York.

New York Times, 15 November 1874, p. 7.
New York Herald, 15 November 1874, p. 12.
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The critics and Boucicault

Before the opening of The Shaughraun, Boucicault was regarded by critics as a 

dramatist coming to the end of his career. By the time the play opened, the audience 

had ‘pitched their standard high and would be satisfied with nothing that did not at 

least come up to the standard of the author’s best work in the same line’."̂  ̂It was a 

testament to Boucicault’s popularity and personal appeal that he easily conquered 

such audience reservations, and his entry line as Conn in the third scene of the play -  

‘There’s somebody talking about m e’ -  immediately won them over. The New York 

Times reported that, ‘The audience cheered him again and again when he made his 

appearance..., and treated him, as it was only just that they should do, as an old 

friend’.'*̂  Given that Boucicault was an internationally successful dramatist, and was 

an American citizen living in New York when he wrote the play, any consideration of 

The Shaughraun’s reception which is limited to those matters relating only to Ireland 

and the Irish will be incomplete. In that regard, the reviews by W illiam W inter and 

Andrew W heeler, two of the most important New York theatre critics of the 

nineteenth century, are important. By treating The Shaughraun first and foremost as a 

work of dramatic art, and not just another Irish play, the reviews placed Boucicault, 

as playwright, in a wider American dramatic scene.

W inter’s review of The Shaughraun can actually be read as an accolade to the career 

of Boucicault. While acknowledging that the playwright has experienced the lash of 

his pen in the past, not least in his review of The Rapparee four years earlier, -  ‘He

New York Times, 16 November 1874, p. 5.
New York World, 15 November 1874, p. 4; Thomas Baker was the musical director at Waliack’s.
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has more than once stood within our censure’ -  W inter now takes this, probably 

unexpected, opportunity to establish Boucicault’s place in American dramatic

48history. Winter, to whom the aesthetic was everything, is effusive in his praise of 

the play from the very start, and quickly establishes Boucicault as an artist and 

intellectual while referring to other dramatists of the day as ‘theatrical carpenters’, a 

description he had previously used to describe Boucicault in reviews of other work, 

particularly The Rapparee. In contrast to that earlier play. The Shaughraun is to be 

treated as a work of art: ‘no observer, however exacting, who looks at this work 

through thoughtful eyes will fail to see that it is a magnificent piece of art’. Referring 

to the play’s ‘perfectness of form ’, W inter holds The Shaughraun up as ‘a lesson of 

the utmost value to students of dramatic construction’, and is thus establishing both 

Boucicault’s and The Shaughraun’s place within the dramatic canon.

W inter uses the opportunity of reviewing The Shaughraun to revisit Boucicault’s 

earlier play, Arrah-na-Pogue. Despite establishing The Shaughraun’s credentials as a 

magnificent piece of art, W inter finds it inferior and his opinion is based on the fact 

that, compared to Arrah-na-Pogue, the play ‘falls short of reaching so high an 

altitude of dramatic power’, and that it fails ‘to arouse lofty em otion’.W i n t e r  

stressed that The Shaughraun’s greatness lay in the ‘substantial and brilliant m anner’ 

in which it was executed, and would later recall Boucicault’s three great Irish plays in

New York Herald, 15 November 1874, p. 12.
New York Times, 15 November 1874, p. 7.
New York Tribune, 16 November 1874, p. 5. The Rapparee and The Shaughraun both opened on 14 

November.
Winter’s elevated opinion o f Arrah-na-Pogue at that time may have been influenced by the fact that 

the play had provided him with his big career break. He had been literary editor at the Albion for over 
four years, on a salary o f $10 per week, before he got the New York Tribune job, at a salary o f $35, on 
the back o f  his review o f Arrah-na-Pogue.
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the ascending order of The Colleen Bawn, Arrah-na-Pogue and The Shaughraun.^^ 

Demonstrating a remarkable turn-around to the opinion demonstrated in his review of 

The Rapparee, W inter finishes the review with a powerful accolade to Boucicault’s 

career, highlighting what were for him some of the most memorable moments:

this time, as often before, he [Boucicault] has deserved the public gratitude 

and the sympathy and admiration of intellectual men. Pleasant memories of 

his past achievements crowd upon our thoughts. The ticking of the telegraph 

in The Long Strike', the fatal disclosure of the daguerreotype in The Octoroon] 

the midnight farewell of the school-room in The Parish Clerk', the incident of 

the broken floor in Jessie Brown\ the heroic action of Shaun at the close of 

the first act of Arrah-na-Pogue', the sublime moment for poor old Daddy 

O ’D owd  when he learns that his son’s honor is vindicated and assured -  these 

are a few of the great strokes of inventive genius which the hand of Mr. 

Boucicault has dashed upon that white page of pure dramatic literature which 

the world will read forever.... Let us not omit to give him the honor that he 

deserves and that he has so fully and fairly won. He is a consummate master 

of dramatic action, and in that respect he is foremost and peerless in this 

time.^’

By creating a place for Boucicault in the history of American drama, W inter was 

granting him an identity that was much broader than that of Irishman or Irish 

playwright. This only serves to acknowledge that the vast majority of Boucicault’s

W illiam  W inter, O ther D ays: Being C hronicles an d  M em ories o f  the S tage  (N ew  York: M offat,
Yard & C o., 1908), p. 130.
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plays were not Irish plays, and that as a dramatist he had played a prominent part in 

the American theatre scene for many years.

According to Tice Miller, ‘The World did not interest the intellectual elite, as did the 

Tribune, but appealed to the working classes and small businessmen. Consequently 

Nym Crinkle [Wheeler] aimed his remarks to the latter groups. Like Walt W hitman 

he extolled the virtues of the American working m an’.̂  ̂However, the quality of 

W heeler’s review certainly suggests that he was writing for a readership of some 

education and knowledge of drama. Additionally, the advertisements for luxury 

goods in the New York World suggest that it may have been purchased by a wider 

social group than M iller suggests. W heeler uses what M iller describes as a scientific 

approach, and his review of The Shaughraun  is certainly highly analytical of all 

aspects of the play. Like Winter, he treats The Shaughraun as Boucicault’s swansong, 

and the pyramid image he uses to describe the new play is one of balanced 

completion: ‘with the “Shaughraun”, he crowned his pyramid of Irish plays, whereof 

the “Arrah” and the “Colleen Bawn” were twin top stones’.̂ '* W heeler establishes the 

technical credentials of both the play and the playwright by creating imagery drawn 

from astronomy, opera, and pyrotechnics. He regarded a play as something to be 

designed, balanced, constructed and harmonised:

N ew  York Tribune, 16 N ovem ber 1874, p. 5.
A paralleling o f  careers may be seen between the two men. The Shaughraun  was B oucicault’s final 

great hit and his writing career went into permanent decline after it. Even though W inter continued at 
the Tribune until 1909, he equally struggled with the decline o f  melodrama and was never able to 
accept the work o f  the em erging dramatists such as Pinero, Shaw and Ibsen. By creating a place for 
Boucicault in dramatic posterity. Winter was acting in defence o f  melodrama, the dramatic form with 
which he was m ost com fortable. B y  the 1890s his critical vo ice  was considered ‘shrill, angry, 
vindictive’: see T ice L. M iller, B ohem ians an d  C ritics, A m erican Theatre C riticism  in the N ineteenth  
Century  (M etuchen, N.J. and London: Scarecrow Press, 1981).

M iller, Bohem ians an d  C ritics, p. 132.
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Like nearly all his compositions the ‘Shaughraun’ displays a system in its 

construction. Through every good opera some central harmonies run and 

scintillate. The like plan in dramatic and operatic architecture is always 

successful. Because so many dramas possess no planetary idea around which 

plot and business revolve is it that they fail to interest and usually result in 

sending auditors home puzzled or confused. Like the sky-rocket, every drama 

by Boucicault has a defined path of climacteric climbing, with dazzling 

ending. Like the pyrotechnic snake or chaser that bobs and zigzags with 

eccentrical power are the majority of plays which meteorize their brief hour, 

only to be managerially darkened.^^

W heeler’s review is, overall, a detailed analysis of the form and content of the play, 

and one that considers all the theatrical aspects of the production. When considered 

together. W inter’s aesthetic eulogy for Boucicault and W heeler’s precise analysis of 

the play elevate The Shaughraun beyond a restrictive identity as an Irish play. The 

play clearly appealed first and foremost as a work of dramatic art.

Between two worlds

When The Shaughraun opened in New York it is clear that it faced an audience with 

quite varied opinions about the Irish. It has been demonstrated that ambivalence 

certainly existed among certain quarters of the Anglo-American community, but that 

it dissipated upon the opening of the play. That Boucicault had the support of the 

Irish-American community is clear from the public testimonial that was made to him

New York World, 15 November 1874, p. 4.
Ibid.
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on behalf of the Irish citizens of New York. The fact that the testimonial was 

proposed by a group of ‘Irish-American gentlemen’ at a meeting at the Fifth Avenue 

Hotel suggests that the Irish-American audience at W allack’s were not limited merely 

to the cheapest seats in the h o u se .A cc o rd in g  to Richardson, Boucicault also had the 

support of those Irish who could only afford the cheapest seats;

On the one hand, the Irish or Irish-Americans were prominent among the 

‘gallery-gods’ and in the pit, anxious to see another Irish tale from their 

darling, Dion Boucicault. As long as no one perceived a slight against Ireland 

or the Irish, Boucicault knew, he could count on their support.

While it would appear that Boucicault and The Shaughraun had the full support of 

the Irish, Irish-American, and Anglo-American elements of the audience at 

W allack’s, this was not actually the case. A study of the Irish World serves to 

illustrate a controversy within the Irish-American community never looked at before 

which challenges such a consensus view.

Irish-American journalism  had flourished from the mid-century onwards, and by 

1874 the most successful and influential newspaper was Patrick Ford’s Irish World. 

Bom in Galway, Ford had left Ireland with his parents in 1845 to escape the famine. 

As a strong objector to anti-Irish prejudice, he had founded the paper in Brooklyn in 

September 1870 during a period of intense anti-Irish sentiment which had resulted 

from the ‘Orange and Green’ sectarian riots which had taken place in New York that

Irish World, 20 February 1875, p. 6.
Richardson, ‘The Greening o f America’, 11.
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July. Ford identified with his Irish readers who were increasingly self-conscious of 

their ethnic origins, and he condemned what he considered to be the Anglo-Saxon 

ascendancy surrounding the Irish in America which resulted in the alienation of the 

Irish from the established American community. He blamed British rule in Ireland for 

the plight of all Irishmen, not only those in Ireland. Ford supported temperance 

reform, and the subject and ideology of abstinence were prominent in his paper. 

Published weekly on a Saturday, the Irish World was chiefly concerned with the 

interests of the urban New York Irish, but its readership extended well beyond 

Brooklyn.^* While the Irish World’s focus was mainly on New York politics and the 

affairs of the Irish-American community in the city, it covered general news of Irish 

communities from all over the United States. It also reported on events in Ireland on 

a county by county basis. Given its highly practical tone on immigration and its wide 

dispersal of Irish news, the newspaper was clearly filling a role of institutional 

support for immigrants. It managed to encompass the old world and the new by 

offering content for both the settled Irish-American community and the newly-arrived 

immigrant. The Irish World was highly nationalistic, and in the autumn of 1874 the 

stories covered included the plight of the Fenian prisoners, and John Mitchel.

The Irish World did not, in the main, review drama or any other form of the arts. 

However, the opening of The Shaughraun prompted a debate in its letter column 

about the general issue of the stage portrayal of the Irishman, and the correspondence 

ran until the play itself closed the following March. The debate did not concern itself 

with any of the conventions of theatrical reviewing, nor was it concerned with any 

aspect of the drama as a form of art or entertainment. Its focus was instead on race:

See Rodechko, A Case Study o f  Irish-American Journalism, pp. 28-60 .
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that of the portrayal of the Irish race on the American stage. While there was no 

strong criticism levelled at Boucicault in the early stages, there was equally a lack of 

any pride in their fellow countryman’s achievement on the New York stage. It was 

generally acknowledged that Boucicault had done something to improve the lot of the 

stage Irishman, but the newspaper’s correspondents called for more work to be done:

You have done a great deal towards ‘reforming’ the Irish drama, Mr. 

Boucicault, but you haven’t reached the ideal yet, and please don’t stop half 

way. Why can’t you give us a character and drama with the rags and the 

whiskey left out, and the chivalry, the patriotism, and the generous impulses 

brought in to set off the unmistakable humor of your native land, of which 

you possess so much. If we can’t have an American drama, won’t Brougham 

or Boucicault, or someone else, give us the representative Irish drama?^^

A great part of Conn the Shaughraun’s appeal lies in the fact that his true qualities are 

hidden underneath a vagabond exterior; and at the end of every performance, the 

audience are called upon to overlook his faults, secure in the knowledge that he is a 

good person at heart. However, given Ford’s support of the temperance movement, it 

is not surprising that a recurring criticism expressed by the correspondents of the 

Irish World about the stage Irishman, including Conn, is his permanent attachment to 

a whiskey bottle.

Irish World, 19 December 1874, p. 3. John Brougham (1810-1880) was an Irish playwright who, 
like Boucicault, learnt his craft on the London stage before moving to America in 1842.
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The Irish W orld’s crusade to encourage temperance within the Irish community 

should not be regarded as a religious mission in itself, but as a tool which was used to 

promote the cause of that community and to portray the Irish as model citizens.

Father Theobald Mathew had preached that “Ireland sober is Ireland free” when he 

visited the United States in 1851, and nationalists linked temperance to Ireland’s 

national cause. However, observance of temperance by the Irish carried greater 

significance in terms of their social ambitions in their new homeland than in terms of 

their interest in Irish politics. “T he  Irish people should never touch liquor or beer in 

A m erica... if they are desirous of becoming good Citizens” , declared the Lim erick- 

bom temperance crusader William Downes; “total abstinence... is the golden lever 

which will guide our weak machinery to a successful goal”’.*̂® Rather than confining 

its members to a sub-group of the Catholic church, the temperance movement was 

actually promoting their assimilation into a wider American society.

Given their rejection of Conn the Shaughraun, it might be expected that the Irish 

World correspondents would have found Robert Ffolliott, the Fenian hero of the play, 

to be a more acceptable form of stage Irishman. W hile he does imbibe a moderate 

amount of American whiskey, he is not portrayed as permanently attached to a bottle, 

and can certainly be considered to be chivalrous, patriotic and generous. However, he 

does not elicit any comment from any of the correspondents, either positive or 

negative. This may be because Ffolliott’s character undoubtedly lacks Conn’s 

dramatic appeal, or it may be due to his class. Although Ffolliott is a Catholic and a

Kerby A. M iller, Emigrants and Exiles: Ireland and the Irish Exodus to North America  (New York: 
Oxford U niversity Press, 1985), p. 534.
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nationalist, he is representative of the nineteenth-century Anglo-Irish gentry for 

whom the Irish World displayed little tolerance.

It is clear that letters to the Irish World concerning The Shaughraun were written by 

educated and well-informed people, and initially the tone of the letters was 

reasonable. But beneath this surface lay an acute distress about the representation of 

Irishmen on the American stage and the broader implication of the representation of 

Ireland in the United States. The representation of Ireland and the Irish is rejected as 

false, and the assignment of responsibility for this falsehood is an important element 

of the debate. While it is acknowledged that every race is caricatured to some extent 

in society, the correspondents believe that the Irish caricature is the most debasing, 

and they claim that in America such false caricature is actually accepted as the real 

thing. A correspondent from Staten Island wrote to complain that:

Our grumbling is not that Irish villains are put upon the stage, but because 

such villain [.s/c] is made the type of our race, the rule, not the exception. 

History, past and present, abundantly proves that Irishmen, with equal 

advantages, can hold their own, in every sphere, against any competition; and 

to-day, instead of painting exaggerations of what tyranny and misrule have 

made our lowest classes, and calling them ‘types’ of our race, our 

representative should be chosen from the respectable classes, who against 

unparalleled oppression have kept themselves at their true level.

Irish World, 9 January 1875, p. 6.
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The correspondence is intensely political and demonstrates a deep-seated hatred and 

resentment of England, and of British rule in Ireland. The Irishman on the American 

stage is regarded as a reflection of Britain’s political oppression of Ireland, and this is 

expressed in angry terms over and over again. According to a correspondent from 

Brooklyn:

It was England who first went systematically to work to debase the Irish 

character on the stage. Not content with robbing and oppressing us, she 

employed every contrivance that human ingenuity could suggest to brutalize 

and degrade us. She also found it to her interest to propagate the notion that 

the average Irishman was what she would like to see him be, and what she 

tried to make him -  a semi-civilized buffoon.... Now, mark the purpose this 

caricature was made to serve: By pointing at this embodiment of her own 

ideal, England sought to justify the infamies of her rule in Ireland, saying: 

‘How can I be expected to deal rationally with the wild hordes of which this 

fellow is a sample and representative?’^̂

It is an indication of the power and influence of the drama at that time that so much 

political intent was read into the representation of the stage Irishman. That the 

readers of the Irish World did so perhaps resulted from their distance from the front 

line of Irish nationalist politics in Ireland. Expression of their opposition to British 

rule, and to their perceived debasement at the hands of the ruling Anglo-Americans 

through the subject of the stage Irishman must be considered a form of cultural 

nationalism. They wanted Irish drama to register dissent against Britain, and to
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establish the Irish race as culturally different to both the British and the Anglo- 

Americans. Catholicism, abstinence from alcohol, and nationalism were central to 

this cultural identity.

The Irish World strove to establish a particular cultural identity for the Irish 

community in America, yet the sense of existing between two worlds, old and new, is 

a striking facet of the newspaper overall, and is central to the debate. The up-and- 

coming educated Irish in America who were forming a growing middle-class were 

trapped between the Catholic Ireland they, or their parents or grandparents, had left, 

and American Protestant society to which they had little or no access. Even the small 

professional class which constituted the Irish elite could not compete socially with 

the upper levels of New York society. Removed from Ireland, they were 

disenfranchised from Irish politics except to express trenchant nationalist views. In 

New York, they distanced themselves from the poor working-class Irish and from the 

established Irish-American political machine that corruptly thrived on the working- 

class vote.

As editor of the Irish World, Patrick Ford encouraged a veneration for the Ireland left 

behind while simultaneously pointing out the contribution made by Irishmen to 

American history. The concept of race, as opposed to the more limited idea of 

nationalism, allowed for a broad interpretation of Irish character that extended 

beyond the island of Ireland. Thus the Irish race could be disassociated from the 

poverty and destitution that drove the Irish from their homeland to America. The 

letter writers in the Irish World demonstrate an acute consciousness of belonging to a

Ibid., 19 December 1874, p. 3.
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unique Irish or Celtic race, and their expression of a dogged nationalism appears to 

be more acutely the result of the alienation they suffer in America rather than their 

desire for self-determination for Ireland. In order to promote their own social cause in 

a society dominated by Anglo-American culture, they needed to convince others of 

the illegitimacy of British rule in Ireland. By so doing, they could demonstrate that 

the growing community of impoverished Irish in America did not exist as a result of 

a national Irish weakness or character flaw, but due to the external forces of an 

oppressive power. To this end, they believed that American society must be shown 

that the stage Irishman does not represent the real Irish; rather, it is of English 

construction and a direct product of British rule.

In the early stages of the debate, Ford had written to the leading theatre managers in 

New York and beyond, inviting them to contribute. The general thrust of the in-depth 

and balanced response, in those replies that were published, was that the theatre is 

not responsible for setting trends but for following them, and that theatre managers 

must aim to provide entertainment for a broad spectrum of people. If they were to 

abide by the sensitivities of one particular group, theatres would quickly lose 

financial viability. Irishmen, they held, were far too sensitive about the dramatic 

portrayal of their race, and in fact they suffered no more on the stage than any other 

ethnic group. This response was rejected out of hand by the correspondents, who, if 

anything, regarded it as a further attack on the Irish race. The sense of being 

American society’s underdog is carried to such an extreme that tolerance for external 

criticism, no matter how reasonable, is non-existent, coupled with a complete 

absence of any faculty for self-criticism. One particular response indicates the sense 

of alienation and deep injustice felt by the Irish-American community. As with many
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of the other correspondents, this response is rooted in the ideology of Ireland as a 

utopia which has produced a super race. The contribution made by the Irish in the 

Civil W ar and in the rapidly developing modem American society apparently 

outweighs that made by any other ethnic group, to the extent that the achievements of 

other races are ignored or denied. A correspondent declared:

Now, I do not think the average Irishman is sensitive enough! Suppose a man 

receives a kick, is he too sensitive if he resents it? Now, the Irishman claims a 

country that Nature has made the most beautiful on earth -  ‘a miniature 

continent’ -  whose sons and daughters have won laurels in every age and 

clime. The orators, lawyers, missioners, soldiers, sculptors, merchants, 

sailors, mechanics, and laborers sprung from this stock, have all forwarded 

the interests of mankind more than any other distinct people. Their blood has 

flowed for freedom on every battlefield.... And what victory on this side of 

the Atlantic was won without an Irishman? From the plan of the Erie Canal to 

the grading of the Union Pacific R ailroad... his footmark may always be 

found.^̂

Ford turned next to Boucicault him self for his opinion, but if he had hoped for a 

recantation, he was disappointed. In a stinging reply (reproduced here with the Irish 

W orld’s accompanying headlines) Boucicault explained why he felt unable to 

comment:
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THE IRISH DRAMA

DION BOUCICAULT ON IRISH CARICATURES.

The Shoe Pinches, But Boucicault Does Not Like to Acknowledge the Com.

It is for an Anglo-Irish Audience Sitting in Theatre Royal, Dublin, to Judge.

W allack’s Theatre

Editor Irish World:

Dear Sir -  As I commenced and am ‘the head and front’ of the question you 

are discussing -  as, indeed, I am the subject of it -  I am not at liberty to argue 

the matter. It is not a question for settlement in a newspaper. It is for the great 

English-speaking public to decide, and the Irish people sitting in judgm ent at 

the Theatre Royal, Dublin, to render the final verdict. W hether my Irish 

Drama is or is not to supersede the dramatic pictures of Irish life that have 

heretofore occupied the stage, neither you nor I nor your correspondents nor 

your readers can say. My terms for an article in the Irish W orld are $1,000 a 

column. No charge for this letter.^"^

By referring the matter to a Dublin audience, Boucicault had selected a city which 

held him as one of its greatest sons, and an audience for whom he could do no wrong. 

Irish people in Dublin had long welcomed Boucicault as the creator of such an Irish 

drama as the Irish World was now proposing. Boucicault is denying this Irish 

community in New York the right to comment on matters relating to Ireland, and in 

so doing was adding fuel to the fire. In considering why Boucicault took such an

Ibid., 16 January 1875, p. 6.
Ibid., 6 February 1875, p. 6.
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action, it is not impossible, given his temperament, that he wrote the letter out of 

pique because he was not lauded by the readers of the Irish World. However, given 

the mainstream reception and the financial success of The Shaughraun, this would 

seem unlikely. W hatever the reason, his dismissive, mocking and arrogant method of 

refusing to enter into the debate suggests an underlying anger.

Ford erupted in a barely controlled fury, displaying his own prejudices, particularly 

anti-Englishness, and a distinct lack of editorial objectivity:

The buffoons are very glib on the stage, when speaking through the Irishman 

of English conception and manufacture; but when asked to give their private 

opinion on that semi-barbarous character, they reply with a grunt. Well, it 

isn’t surprising. If the thing is a libel, they are its publishers, and, of course, 

they share in the odium attached to the libel.... Mr. Boucicault says that an 

Anglo-Irish audience sitting in ‘Theatre Royal,’ Dublin, is the only competent 

judge of the burlesque Irish Drama. Why select 'Theatre RoyalT  Why look 

for a verdict under the shadow of the Castle? Is not an American theatre a fit 

court? New York is the greatest Irish city in the world. It has a larger Irish 

element even than Dublin. Why, then, fear it? Mr. Boucicault contends that ‘it 

is for the great English-speaking public to decide.’ It is not English speaking 

people merely, but people who like to think after the English style, that Mr. 

Boucicault prefers. He is one of the most respectable dramatists, but still his 

creations are a libel on Irish character. On this account he feels obliged to use 

the Lion and Unicom as the trade-mark of his manufactures, and to look to 

the great public who talk after the English fashion for a verdict.
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Mr. Boucicault says his terms for an article in the Irish W orld are $1,000 per 

column. This bit of valuable information is graciously volunteered. If we 

thought Mr. Boucicault’s services worth that figure, we should not hesitate to 

pay it. Our present staff we deem quite sufficient without the aid of an Anglo- 

Irishman. However, when Mr. Boucicault gets out of a job, if he will only 

drop us a line, we will try to make room for him. But this promise is 

conditional -  he must first forswear allegiance to England, and English style, 

and become a naturalized citizen of this country, before he can get 

employment on the Irish World. Mr. Boucicault says this letter for publication 

is sent gratis. This certainly is kind. But one good turn deserves another, and 

now we will inform Mr. Boucicault that while our advertising rates are $2 a 

line {to men even in legitimate business), this notice of himself is furnished 

free, in the hope that if it is not properly appreciated by him, it will be of 

service to the great Irish public, at least, whom he has done his best -  

unwittingly, let us hope -  to bring into contempt and ridicule.

That Ford considered Boucicault, and indeed all Dubliners, to be Anglo-Irish is 

evidence that the urban-rural divide of Ireland, the area within and beyond the Pale, 

was an issue among Irish-American immigrants, most of whom would have had rural 

backgrounds. He is insulted by the royal endorsement of a Dublin theatre and 

dismisses the opinion of the Dublin audience. The emphasis laid on the actual 

physical proximity to Dublin Castle is important: the idea of an Irish drama in a 

theatre enjoying royal patronage is unacceptable to Ford. The Irish in New York are,
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in a sense, nationless, yet in dismissing Dublin due to its British rule, Ford seeks to 

establish New York as the greatest Irish city in the world, and the New York Irish as 

more Irish than those people actually living in Dublin. The implication is, therefore, 

that a national Irish drama can find a true home only in America. Clearly unaware 

that Boucicault was already an American citizen. Ford classified him as an ‘Anglo- 

Irishman’. However, although a Dublin-born Protestant, Boucicault cannot be 

considered to have been Anglo-Irish, and given that he spent large portions of his life 

in London and New York, neither of which were his native city, and a lot of time 

touring internationally, he defies easy national categorisation.

Ford’s editorial reply to Boucicault was the opening shot of an enraged response 

from the Irish W orld’s readers. A key issue raised was their utter contempt for 

Dublin’s Theatre Royal, or any other institution, such as the Royal Irish 

Constabulary, that demonstrated a nominal connection with the British Crown. They 

decried Boucicault’s ‘foul caricature on our religion and our race’, and denied him 

any claim to be an Irish dramatist. One of the key enemies of the Irish World at that 

time was the satirical illustrator Thomas Nast whose work appeared in the often anti- 

Irish and anti-Catholic publication. H arper’s Weekly. A correspondent from 

Philadelphia now likened Boucicault to Nast as an enemy of Ireland:

From his words, Dion Boucicault shows that he has a small heart and a greedy 

palm -  ready to work for the British Government, the devil, or anybody who 

pays him -  a counterpart of Tom Nast in New York, who would picture his 

dead father in the most hideous shape for money. If Boucicault has not been

Ibid.
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paid by the British Government for the work he has done, he is the most 

wiUing slave yet heard of.^^

Boucicault’s work was rejected completely, and any hope that may have originally 

been held that he would eventually produce the sort of Irish drama required was 

abandoned. Moreover, the Irish World readers were quick to suggest their own 

remedies for what a correspondent from St. Louis, Missouri, described as ‘this 

cancer, which is eating into our national life, and holding up to view before American 

audiences characters un-Irish in look, action, and manners’:

In every city and town in the United States let a society be formed composed 

of earnest, temperate, thinking Irish nationalists. Such societies to be called 

‘The Irish Drama Protective Associations’.... it will be the duty of the 

I.D.P.As. to visit the theatre and see how they like it.^^

The proposed title suggests a highly controlled, and controlling, organisation that 

would do more to restrict creativity and entertainment than to encourage it. However, 

mere entertainment or financial considerations were not factors in the discussion. The 

key issues were the education of the audience as to the true nature of Irishmen, and 

the promotion of self-determination for Ireland. By liberating Irish drama from 

caricature, they would actually be assisting in the liberation of Ireland itself, as 

outlined by a correspondent from Providence, Rhode Island, who imagined a Utopian

Ibid., 13 February 1875, p. 6. 
Ibid.
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Ireland akin to that later envisioned in Eamon de Valera’s famous Saint Patrick’s Day 

speech;

There are thousands of Irish societies scattered throughout America. We have 

plenty of talent and intelligence to organize a dramatic club in connexion with 

every one of those societies. By a judicious selection of elevating, and, when 

possible, Irish national productions, we can foster a growing taste, and so 

exercise an influence that must eventually result in banishing from our midst 

the evils we complain o f.... Before we acknowledge a dramatic work as being 

truly Irish, we must have the educated and refined Irish gentleman, the 

intrepid and intelligent patriot, and the virtuous and polished Irish maiden 

faithfully delineated.... Although thoroughly devoted to our adopted country, 

we yet aspire to work out the liberation of our native Erin across the Atlantic. 

As an auxiliary to this undertaking we have a right to emancipate the Irish 

drama from the grasp of a lot of buffoons who have control of it. Indeed, it 

may seriously be doubted whether a free  country can exist without the aid of 

the drama.^*

By calling for the stage Irishman to embody the virtues that they believed they 

possessed or to which they aspired, the correspondents were actually attempting to 

promote their own social acceptance within the Anglo-American community. W hile 

demanding that the drama hold a mirror up to nature, they certainly did not want it to 

reflect the contemporary social reality of immigrant life from which they strove to 

distance themselves. What they really wanted was to hold a mirror up to nation, but a
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nation of their own construction. They wanted to dramatise Ireland’s mythical and 

historical past in a manner to suit their own political and social agenda -  to 

demonstrate English oppression and the superior characteristics of the Irish race in 

the face of such a greater power:

Can we not have a drama -  a hundred of them, in fact -  based on the 

unapproachable Irish devotion to God, native land, and family? Is there not 

splendid material for dramas or tragedies in the lives and services of Hugh 

O ’Neill, Robert Emmet, W olf Tone [sic], or Lord Edward Fitzgerald?*^^

Could not a drama be composed on the fate of the children of Usna, the 

treachery of the English commander, Corby, at M ullaghmast, the last days of 

Dunboy, the death of King Connor MacNessa, and Dathi -  the battle of 

Clontarf and murder of King Brian in his tent?™

In drawing on Ireland’s past, the correspondents ignore current Irish politics, 

including the fact that The Shaughraun drew on recent events in Ireland’s political 

struggle with England and that it made many direct references to Fenianism. While it 

might be expected that the play would have appealed for those very reasons, this
%

certainly did not prove to be the case. Current criticism has commented on the 

politics of reconciliation in Boucicault’s Irish plays that enabled them to be accepted 

and enjoyed by both English and Irish audiences. Yet, it would seem that the 

reconciliatory ending of The Shaughraun caused offence to the correspondents of the

“  Ibid.
Ibid., 19 December 1874, p. 3.
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Irish World, and was one of the reasons why they found Boucicault’s work so 

objectionable. They advocated a ‘no surrender’ approach, and thus rejected 

Boucicault’s depiction of the British as inherently decent and sympathetic people. So 

rather than responding to the Fenian context of The Shaughraun  in terms of 

contemporary Irish nationalism, the debate actually centred on the politics of class 

and race. For the community of readers of the Irish World, as was also the case for 

the Anglo-American audience, the authenticity of representation was of central 

importance.

Conclusion

For the Irish-American community of New York, beyond the readers of the Irish 

World, the authenticity of Boucicault’s work was the motivation for the organisation 

of a testimonial which took place on 6 March 1875 onstage at W allack’s, in the 

interval between the second and third acts of The Shaughraun:

Mr Boucicault was made the recipient of a public testimonial, in the shape of 

a gift of a statuette of ‘Conn and his Dog Tatters,’ with accompanying words 

of praise, from a numerous concourse of the Irish citizens of New York. The 

statuette is the work of Mr Rogers, the well-known American artist. It was 

presented... by a Committee of twenty-five gentlemen, headed by Judge John 

R. B rady.... The statuette was covered by the Irish flag.^'

™ Ibid., 20 February 1875, p. 6.
Era, 28 March 1875, p. 10. Fawkes mistakenly records that the event took place after the final 

curtain on the closing night at the end o f March.
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Apart from the Irish flag and the playing of T h e  W earing of the Green’ after the 

presentation, the event can be considered to have been apolitical. Given the Fenian 

content of the play, the committee could have chosen a symbol of Ireland or Irish 

nationalism to present to Boucicault, but in commissioning an American artist to 

create a statue of Conn with Tatters the focus remained firmly on the main character 

of the drama7^ The fact that it was Boucicault who played Conn was, of course, 

significant. The main point of Judge Brady’s speech was that Boucicault had lifted 

Irish drama to new heights, and that, in Conn, he had portrayed a true Irishman:

It is not designed to-night, however, to signalise the general excellence of 

your varied compositions, but to express a thankful consciousness that you 

have elevated the Irish drama by a just appreciation and portraiture of the 

attributes and peculiarities to which it relates. In the character of the 

Shaughraun, for example, you have given us a true type of a class of the Irish 

peasantry.... We ask your acceptance of this testimonial, slight though it be, 

as an acknowledgement of our obligation to you. It is one in which the people 

of this land, from Boston to Savannah, and from New York to San Francisco, 

have, by letter and by telegram, begged to unite.

It is striking that Judge Brady’s speech is broad in sentiment and is not restricted to 

emotion based only on things Irish. His reference to the geographic spread of all 

those who had contributed to the fund evokes an image of an integrated Irish 

community, and, indeed, a community that stretches beyond the definition of Irish

In the original production, unlike more recent revivals, Tatters existed as an off-stage dog only.
Era, 28  March 1875, p. 10.
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American. When responding, Boucicault would still have been dressed as Conn, and 

while not actually acting, he was still playing totally to his audience, who on that 

particular night would have undoubtedly consisted of many Irish Americans. When 

claiming to ‘tell the truth about my country’, Boucicault was speaking both as 

playwright and as the fictitious character Conn, who was seen to represent the real 

Irish:

I have endeavoured to tell the truth about my country. I mean about what is 

beautiful and good and innocent in that land. I have drawn a portrait of one 

you love.... For among the various European nations that so largely 

contribute to form the American family there are Swedes, Germans, French, 

Scotch, Italians -  all are represented; but there is one more favoured here than 

all the rest -  one endeared to you by a hundred ingratiating faults, a thousand 

redeeming weaknesses, one who, lying on the breast of this land, looks back 

fondly to the old country. And her adopted mother is not jealous of that love; 

on the contrary, her great, sympathising heart beats in unison with the same 

emotions, for the American heart is strung with those chords tom from the 

Irish harp.... Oh, let me disclaim any pretensions as an actor to excel others in 

the delineation of the Irish character. It is the Irish character as misrepresented 

by the English dramatist that I wish to convict as a libel.

As he had first done when addressing the opening-night audience of The Colleen 

Bawn in I860, Boucicault was creating his own particular image of the Irish in 

America and of Irish-American relations. In contrast to Ford, Boucicault focused on
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the inclusiveness of American immigrant life, using potent imagery to suggest a deep 

emotional connection between the Irish community and America. He acknowledged 

the contribution of other races and, rather than claiming Irish superiority, he suggests 

that, as with Conn, it is their very faults that endear the Irish to their adoptive 

country. Where the correspondents of the Irish World blame English misrule for the 

portrayal of the stage Irishman, Boucicault limited his accusation to English 

dramatists only.

Both Boucicault and the community of the Irish World wanted to free the stage of 

misrepresentations of the Irish, yet they appear to be politically and culturally distant 

from each other. One of the reasons for the success of Boucicault’s Irish plays lay in 

their reconciliatory nature and endings, an approach that was unacceptable to the 

Irish World. In portraying British rule in Ireland, Boucicault endowed individual 

English characters with inherently decent characteristics. Thus, in Arrah-na-Pogue, 

while M ajor Coffin embodies British imperial rule, the secretary at Dublin Castle 

acts in a sympathetic, albeit paternalistic, manner to those he governs. In The 

Shaughraun, the British Army is present in order to hunt down a Fenian spy, but it is 

Captain Molineux who contributes most to securing Robert’s freedom. As Elizabeth 

Butler Cullingford writes: ‘Boucicault could condemn the British Empire while 

admiring many of its citizens, and distinguish between official policy and individual 

generosity’.̂  ̂M olineux’s complete assimilation into Irish life takes place upon his 

m am age to Claire Ffolliott, and as Grene comments: ‘By the end of the action Irish 

and English will join in a marriage of complementary equals not in colonial

Ibid.
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subordination.’^̂  By using politics in an ingratiating rather than confrontational 

manner, Boucicault is promoting the cause of Ireland and its stage Irishman within 

the existing colonial situation. He is not suggesting that a true representation of 

Ireland and the Irish cannot exist until such time as British rule is overthrown. 

Rather, he depicts the Irish as different, but at the very least, equal to the English.

While Boucicault’s political, or otherwise, intent, can never be completely 

understood, the material he provided to critics certainly implies that he set out to 

educate his New York audience about how to receive the play. By creating an image 

of Ireland that is polarised between Conn and Harvey Duff, and by emphasising that 

Duff is a character drawn from real life, Boucicault is suggesting that British rule has 

disrupted the natural order of Irish life. The play’s historical setting and Fenian 

content, and the associated ideas of freedom and exile, all contribute to a subversion 

of British rule. However, the play itself cannot be considered subversive as it did not 

completely reject the colonial status quo.

For the community of readers of the Irish World, Boucicault’s approach did not go 

far enough to promote the Irish cause in America. For them, an Irish play should be 

an act of nationalism in itself. It was demanded that Irish drama carry out functions 

of both resistance and education -  resistance to English political and cultural 

oppression, and education as to the true nature of the Irish. It was seriously doubted 

whether a country could gain its freedom without the existence of a national drama. 

However, in rejecting Boucicault’s work, they were rejecting the drama that

Elizabeth Butler Cullingford, Ireland's O thers: E thnicity an d  G en der in Irish L iterature and  
P opu lar C ulture  (Cork: Cork U niversity Press, 2001 ), p. 22.
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Dubliners so welcomed as that very national drama. As seen in Chapter 2, D ublin’s 

subservient role to London shaped Irish identity to such an extent that rather than 

seek a truly national drama that reflected Irish issues and identity, Dubliners were 

content with a national drama that furthered their cause within the colonial 

relationship with England. The readers of the Irish World rejected the idea that any 

drama performed in Ireland while the country remained under British rule could be 

considered national. An Irish national drama could only be achieved in a liberated 

Ireland, and until then America was a truer birthplace for it.

This debate in the Irish World in the 1870s anticipated the evolution of a cultural 

nationalism in Ireland in the last decade of the nineteenth century. Such demands 

anticipate the formation of the Gaelic League and the Irish Literary Theatre, and 

indeed, when reading the Irish World, Lady Gregory’s 1897 manifesto certainly 

comes to mind: “We will show that Ireland is not the home of buffoonery and of easy 

sentiment, as it has been represented, but the home of an ancient i d e a l i s m . W h i l e  

Douglas Hyde’s seminal speech ‘On the Necessity for De-Anglicising the Irish 

People’ was specifically about prioritising the Irish language, its title is an apt 

description for the form of cultural nationalism demonstrated by the Irish World in its 

rejection of all symbols of British rule within a Dublin theatre that claimed to host a 

national drama. Ford considered Dubliners such as Boucicault to be Anglo-Irish, and 

demanded that such an identity, for it could not be considered a nationality, be 

thrown off.

Grene, The Politics o f  Irish Drama, p. 10.
Quoted in Lady Gregory, Our Irish Theatre (Gerrards Cross: Colin Smythe, 1972), p. 20.
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The New York audience of The Shaughraun consisted of at least three distinct 

groups: the mainstream American audience, the Irish and Irish-American audience 

who welcomed the play, and the Irish and Irish-American community of readers of 

the Irish World, who rejected both Boucicault and his play. For all three groups, the 

Fenian and nationalist subject matter of the play was not a relevant issue. Despite 

Boucicault’s methods of intervention, the politics of the drama contributed only 

‘spice and flavour’ to the main action. This is not to suggest that its New York 

reception cannot be considered political. The Shaughraun elicited different responses 

from different audiences, and the factors that conditioned the spectrum of reactions 

were ethnic origin, class, and nationality. For the middle and upper-class Anglo- 

American audience. The Shaughraun offered an escape from the reality of the Irish 

immigrant community, and a desire for a utopian homeland is displayed. The Irish- 

American community welcomed Boucicault’s elevation of the stage Irishman as an 

important contribution to Irish-American life. In complete contrast, the Irish World 

community rejected the play as an utter insult to their understanding of the Irish race. 

Thus the politics of theatrical representation of the Irish in 1870s New York was 

highly complex, and was clearly outside of the playwright’s control.

The Shaughraun has been generally treated critically as Boucicault’s most political 

play, in part based on the play’s Fenian content. However, given that the play was 

received in an apolitical manner in terms of Irish nationalist politics, the question 

must be asked as to whether it can be interpreted in nationalist terms for critical 

purposes. If audience response is to be considered, in addition to perceived authorial 

intent, it would appear not. Authorial intent is also important when considering the 

play’s intended audience. Boucicault's work sits easily within a tradition of English,
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Irish and American drama, and The Shaughraun is included in the theatrical canon of 

all three countries. Richard Cave writes of Boucicault’s Irish plays that ‘though often 

staged first in America or Ireland, they were obviously destined for London 

audiences’7* Yet, the nature of The Shaughraun’s reception clearly demonstrates that 

the play said more to its New York audience about the portrayal of Ireland and the 

Irish in American society than it actually said about Ireland. In this light, 

R ichardson’s argument that Boucicault wrote The Shaughraun to ‘secure Anglo- 

American acceptance, or at least tolerance, of the Irish and to argue again for an 

independent Irish homeland’ seems more credible.^^ Boucicault’s acceptance speech 

at his testimonial certainly seems to suggest such a cultural and political project. 

However, he clearly failed to engage his audience in the politics of Irish nationalism, 

and the welcome extended by the Anglo-American community to Boucicault’s stage 

Irishmen does not imply a change of attitude on their behalf towards the real thing.

Richard A llen  Cave, ‘Staging the Irishman’, in J. S. Bratton e t a l.. A cts o f  Suprem acy: The British  
E m pire an d  the Stage, 1790 -1930  (Manchester and N ew  York; M anchester U niversity Press, 1991), p. 
103.
™ Richardson, ‘The Greening o f  A m erica’, 2.
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Chapter 5

‘Audiences are not political assemblies’: The Shaughraun in London 

Introduction

All the leaders of the Fenian outbreak are at large; a few obscure men still 

linger in chains, and these are, I believe, the only British citizens now in 

prison for a political offence.... Those who say the time is not come for the 

exercise of clemency, forget that mercy is not a calculation but a noble 

impulse -  that no man keeps a fallen foe under his heel but a coward who 

dares not let him up.'

Boucicault’s most popular Irish drama made its English debut on 4 September 1875 

at the Theatre Royal, Drury Lane, London’s largest and most significant theatre. 

When his amnesty appeal to the Conservative Prime M inister, Benjamin Disraeli, 

was published in the form of an open letter to the English press four months later in 

January 1876, it carried the address ‘Theatre Royal, Drury Lane’. Thus he was seen 

to be making his appeal from the centre stage of the English theatrical establishment. 

Boucicault was then the most prominent member of that establishment, as the 

London production of The Shaughraun had been a triumphal success for him as both 

playwright and actor.

‘ D ion B oucicault, open letter to the British Prime Minister, Benjamin D israeli, January 1876. 
A ccording to Richard Faw kes, the letter was written on 1 January 1876. It was first published in the 
D aily  Telegraph  and other periodicals on 10 January.
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Given the play’s immense popularity and the fact that the Fenian atrocities of 1867 

were still relatively recent, critical commentary has focused on the manner in which 

Boucicault could render a play touching on such Fenian subject matter so attractive to 

English audiences. Stephen Watt was the first to suggest that it was the reconciliatory 

nature of Boucicault’s Irish plays that made them appealing to both the English and 

the Irish while not causing offence to either the coloniser or the colonised.^ More 

recently, Christopher Morash has illustrated how the plays belong to a tradition of 

Irish theatre that uses two key conventions to work towards the resolution of political 

antagonisms -  the conciliatory ending and the rebel hero, as embodied by Conn the 

Shaughraun.^ Elizabeth Butler Cullingford considers The Shaughraun to be 

Boucicault’s ‘most subversively Fenian play’, and she argues that he uses his 

melodramatic happy endings for political purposes, asserting that the wide appeal of 

his work does not mean he was politically m eretricious/ The happy endings ‘flatter 

his English audience and suggests to the authorities that magnanimity rather than 

coercion is the way to deal with the Irish Question’. This chapter will examine the 

precise nature of The Shaughraun’s contemporary London reception in order to 

explore the contrast between the huge theatrical success of the play and the lack of 

political interpretation given to it.

In Richard Fawkes’ account of Boucicault’s life, the letter to Disraeli is recorded as 

an action of little or no consequence: ‘Disraeli ignored his appeal, refusing to become

 ̂Stephen Watt, ‘Boucicault and Whitbread: The Dublin Stage at the End o f the Nineteenth Century’, 
Eire/Ireland 18 (Autumn 1983), 25 -53 . This article subsequently formed the basis o f a chapter in 
Watt's book Joyce, O'Casey and the Irish Popular Theater (Syracuse; Syracuse University Press,
1991).
 ̂Christopher Morash, A History o f  Irish Theatre 1601-2000  (Cambridge: Cambridge University 

Press, 2002).
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involved in an episode he considered to be nothing more than a publicity stunt’.̂  The 

fact that Disraeli did not respond seems to have signalled the end of the matter, and it 

has since been referred to by critics in relatively passing terms. However, Boucicault 

actually wrote the letter for a much wider audience, and generated publicity for his 

appeal by addressing it directly to the Prime M inister by means of the national press. 

A detailed analysis of the letter and, more importantly, its reception by the English 

press is central to this chapter. The question of why Boucicault, the acclaimed 

dramatist of The Shaughraun, was so widely condemned for taking up a political 

cause will be considered. The precise nature of the press reaction is very significant, 

particularly due to the different ways the letter was interpreted in different organs of 

the British and Irish press. It will be argued that the outraged British press response 

actually illustrates postcolonial theories by critics such as Declan Kiberd about 

Ireland’s relationship with England.

The chapter throws light on the play’s reception, and shows that the political fall-out 

resulting from the letter’s publication was substantial, sparking off a train of events 

in both England and Ireland that catapulted the amnesty issue into the political 

spotlight. It is a well-recorded fact that Boucicault held benefit nights for the Fenian 

prisoners during the provincial tour of The Shaughraun, but this chapter seeks to 

establish the facts of how this actually came about. It will also consider the question 

of Boucicault’s motivation: was it self-serving publicity, or was he genuine in his 

political com mitment? If the letter was a politically motivated act, was there some 

form of political influence at play? Boucicault certainly created the means for himself

* E lizabeth Butler C ullingford, Ireland's O thers: E thnicity an d  G en der in Irish L iterature an d  P opu lar  
C ulture  (Cork: Cork U niversity Press, 2001), p. 27.
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whereby he could extend his dramatic power and influence well beyond the confines 

of the stage, but questions remain as to exactly why he undertook such a public act of 

political revolt, and to its consequences.

The Shaughraun at the Theatre Royal, Drury Lane

Saturday 4 September was the opening night of the 1875 theatrical season, and drama 

abounded both inside and outside the theatre, most of it centring on Boucicault who 

was warmly welcomed back to the London stage, as dramatist and actor. Clement 

Scott, drama critic at the Daily Telegraph, wrote that, ‘No one with the slightest 

theatrical experience could doubt that Old Drury would put on its gayest dress the 

night that “Conn the Shaughraun” was introduced to us’.*̂ There was also delight that 

‘one of the best of dramatic partnerships was not to be severed’, and that Agnes 

Robertson, Boucicault’s estranged wife, had undertaken the role of Moya, Conn’s 

sweetheart, at twenty-four hours notice.^ That particular partnership, in marital terms, 

had been finally severed in 1873 when Agnes had returned from New York to live in 

London while Boucicault moved in with Kathryn Rogers, an English actress he had 

first met in 1869. Boucicault was, according to Richard Fawkes, opposed to Agnes 

being engaged to take the role of Moya, but made the best of the situation 

undoubtedly aware of her great popularity with London audiences.* The Era reported 

that the opening night audience was ‘agreeably surprised’ to find that Agnes was in 

the cast; ‘She delighted everybody, including of course Mr Boucicault who has, we 

understand, marked his appreciation of the efforts of his “better h a lf’ by presenting

 ̂Richard Fawkes, Dion Boucicault, A Biography (London: Quartet Books, 1979), p. 196.
 ̂Daily Telegraph, 6 September 1875, p. 3.
 ̂Ibid. Miss Rose Cullen was due to play the part o f Moya, but no reason is given by any o f the 

London press for her replacement at short notice. According to Fawkes, she dropped out o f the cast 
much against Boucicault’s wishes.
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her with a magnificent diamond bracelet, the centre of which may also be used as a 

brooch. The gift is valued at 700 guineas’.̂  Boucicault and Agnes were not actually 

divorced, and were probably still regarded as a couple in the public imagination. The 

success of the play was of paramount importance to Boucicault and this well 

advertised action would have sent out a message that he continued to love and value 

his actress wife, which was vital given that they were starring opposite each other as 

lovers. The gift also undoubtedly acted as a peace offering to Agnes upon whose 

cooperation the success of The Shaughraun was then largely dependent.

In contrast to New York, there was an absence of previews in the London newspapers 

and the play was first advertised in the week that it opened. Boucicault may not have 

had time to generate pre-publicity as he had less than three weeks between arriving in 

London and opening at Drury Lane, and he also may not have felt the need to do so.

In New York, the advertisements emphasising his previous dramatic successes were 

an indication of Boucicault’s waning popularity as a playwright. In London he was 

welcomed back as a conquering hero, and the first night reviews clearly demonstrate 

the intense excitement and anticipation generated by the opening of his new play. 

There were four main contributing factors : Boucicault was the playwright;

Boucicault was playing the lead role; Agnes Robertson had stepped in at the last 

minute to play opposite Boucicault; and the phenomenal success of the play in 

America. A new Irish drama that touched on contemporary politics, written by a 

naturalised American and that had premiered in New York was to be the theatrical 

event of the season.

* Fawkes, Dion Boucicault, p. 196.
 ̂Era, 5 September 1875, p. 4.
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It seemed as if all of fashionable London had turned out to see the play that had been 

such a hit in America: ‘if any one had undertaken to prove that London is never out 

of town even in September, he could not more creditably have executed his task than 

by showing the throng gathered together by the mere persuasion of Mr. Chatterton’s 

programme’.'*̂  For the Morning Post, The Shaughraun represented newness and 

modernity: ‘There was absolute fierceness about the applause with which the new 

triumph of the most skilful of modem British dramatists was received’."  However, 

for Clement Scott the combination of Boucicault, Agnes and a new Irish play ‘had 

the power of calling up memories of the pleasant theatrical evenings of long ago’.’  ̂

The new play, although created far from the influence of the English dramatic scene, 

was welcomed to Drury Lane as if to its natural home. As in New York, The 

Shaughraun, from its opening night, was likened and compared to The Colleen Bawn 

and Arrah-na-Pogue, and as such bridged the gap on the London stage back to the 

time when Boucicault starred there in those earlier plays. Indeed, the palpable 

anticipation suggests a veritable drought of good dramatic entertainment in the 

intervening years. Following a pattern established in New York, the critics, by 

linking the three plays, were also creating a place for The Shaughraun in the English 

dramatic canon.

Agnes Robertson had always been extremely popular with English audiences, and 

never more so than when she played the heroine in her husband’s productions, 

particularly Eily O ’Connor in The Colleen Bawn or Arrah Meelish in Arrah-na-

The Times, 6 September 1875, p. 12. Frederick Chatterton was the theatre manager.
“ Morning Post, 6 September 1875, p. 6.
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Pogue. The Boucicaults’ success was very closely interlinked, and Agnes’s 

popularity undoubtedly contributed to her husband’s great dramatic hits. Despite their 

troubled personal relationship, the couple clearly retained a great stage presence 

together, even though Boucicault was then fifty-six years old and Agnes forty-three. 

Clement Scott found that, ‘It is impossible to separate Mr. and Mrs. Boucicault when

1 T

discussing their art, so completely do their styles harmonise . It has been suggested 

in Chapter 3 that the lack of success of The Rapparee and Daddy O ’Dowd  was in 

part attributable to the fact that he had not written a role for Agnes in either of them. 

Boucicault did not write the role of Moya in The Shaughraun  specifically for Agnes, 

a matter about which Scott wondered: ‘How the author could ever have dreamed of 

Moya who was not Mrs. Boucicault puzzles our comprehension, for Mrs. Boucicault 

is M oya’. It is important to note that the London reviews comment on the C onn- 

Moya relationship to an extent that the New York reviews did not. Clearly, The 

Shaughraun was a success in America without Agnes, but that does not take from the 

fact that she contributed significantly to the play’s premiere in London, to which the 

Illustrated Sporting and Dramatic News testified: ‘And the reception which she 

received as she came upon the stage proved in what strong and affectionate memory 

the public hold this most inimitable, sympathetic and fascinating of actresses.

W ithout her The Shaughraun would have been but half a trium ph.’*'*

Boucicault’s return to the London stage was triumphal, and the strength and warmth 

of the welcome extended to him by critics and audience alike is striking. The 

identities of Boucicault and Conn were intertwined in their reception by the audience

Daily Telegraph, 6 September 1875, p. 3.
Ibid.
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and in the reviews. Boucicault was to star as Conn but before he even appeared on 

stage in that role, the audience, as in New York, reacted to Boucicault’s voice off 

stage: ‘There’s somebody talking about m e’.*̂  He was welcomed back as both 

dramatist and actor, for it is in both of these roles that he had delighted them in the 

past. While in England, Boucicault had always entertained both on and off the stage 

by generating controversy, and sometimes serious social scandal, all of which was 

widely reported in the press. This behaviour is acknowledged by his association with 

the ‘villain’ Conn, but is laughed away in the manner that Conn’s wrongdoings are 

overlooked in the play. Conn’s zest for life in the play is infectious, and the reviews 

demonstrate the audience’s appreciation of Boucicault’s own liveliness of spirit, be it 

on or off stage:

Where was that villain Conn? They would not wait until the ragged rogue 

appeared, but cheered the familiar voice behind the scenes. And when, in his 

tattered red coat and tom boots, he stood shambling and smiling before his 

friends, the popular broth of a boy of years past, the guide through so many 

scenes of charming Irish romance, the direct means of conveying to us all 

such pure amusement, up jum ped the people and out came the handkerchiefs 

again, just to show that old friends are not forgotten in England.'^

The energy and excitement of The Shaughraun largely arose from the duality, or 

overlap, of the Boucicault-Conn character. This was particularly commented on by

Illustrated Sporting and Dramatic News, 11 September 1875, p. 577.
Dion Boucicault, The Shaughraun, in David Krause (ed.), The Dolmen Boucicault (Dublin: Dolmen  

Press, 1964), act 1, scene 3, p. 186. All further references to the play refer to this edition and are 
abbreviated to TS.

Daily Telegraph, 6 September 1875, p. 3.
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the Era: ‘W hen we come to the third heading of humour we must combine Mr

Boucicault and Conn, for they are one and the same person. The success of The

Shaughraun  is Conn; the success of Conn is Mr Boucicault.’'^ When Conn is

encouraged by Moya to appeal directly to the audience to go bail for him at the end of

the play, it is both Conn and Boucicault who reach out for sympathy and support

from the audience, which, as the Era notes, is granted to both: ‘“Will you go bail for

m e?” a roar of applause was the response, eloquent of the enjoyment which the

18author-actor had afforded.’

The politics of the drama

Given that Londoners suffered directly as a result of the 1867 Fenian bombing, it 

would certainly be expected that the London reception of The Shaughraun would 

differ from that in New York with regard to its nationalist content. When claiming 

that ‘It took courage to have a Fenian as hero in 1875. Memories of the Clerkenwell 

Prison affair were still vivid’, Sean McMahon was influenced by the belief that ‘The 

W earing of the Green’ was withdrawn from Arrah-na-Pogue on the night of the 

bombing due to anti-Irish feeling, and that the song was subsequently banned.’  ̂

Richard Cave points out that Fenianism rarely featured on the English stage

E ra, 19 Septem ber 1875, p. 13.
Ibid., 5 Septem ber 1875, p. 4. An interesting aspect o f  this review  is that it plagiarises W illiam  

W inter’s review , in the N ew  York Tribune, o f  the N ew  York premiere. The Era  reports o f  the London  
premiere that, ‘T he scenes, sixteen in number, are alternated with a keen eye to contrast, and they fall 
into line with the regularity and soundless ease o f  the falling sn ow .’ This is just one exam ple o f  a 
direct copy o f  lines from the Tribune review. The Era  was published each Sunday, and it pointed to its 
ow n significance as the leading theatrical publication by heading the review  ‘The Era  O ffice, Sunday, 
T w o A .M ., Drury Lane Theatre (Last night)’. This reinforces the im m ediacy o f  the review  which was 
written only a few  hours earlier and immediately after the production ended. The Era had an advantage 
over the daily newspapers which would not carry a review  until M onday, but the disadvantage o f  a 
very tight print deadline. It is most likely that parts o f  a review  would have been put together in 
advance o f  a p lay’s opening.

Sean M cM ahon, ‘The W earing o f  the Green: The Irish Plays o f  D ion B oucicault’, E ire/Ireland  2 
(Sum mer 1967), 106.
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following the events of 1867: ‘the large crop of plays staged after 1867 in the wake

of the Fenian uprising generally set the action in the past and used the names of

earlier nationalist groups such as White Boys, Peep O ’Day Boys, Ribbonmen,

Captain D oe’.^° In 1875, Boucicault’s Fenian references ‘must have given a rather

21ominous authenticity and immediacy to the action for the initial audiences’.

However, the London press found the play to be politically inoffensive, and while all 

of the reviews certainly referred to the Fenian aspect of the plot, that it was regarded 

as mere drama is clearly evident:

The Irishman in Ireland, with an Irish rebellion in the background, is, as far as 

the stage is concerned, Mr. Boucicault’s own. Long ago he showed us that he 

is not one of those who fear to speak of ’98, and now he patronizes 

Fenianism, fixing the date of his action pretty accurately by a reference to the 

explosion of Clerkenwell gaol, as a recent event. Ham let’s uncle-father would 

have asked if there was no offence in all this? Not a jot. If Captain Rod, 

White-boys, Peep o ’Day boys, Molly Maguires, United Irishmen, or Fenians, 

can succeed in inspiring one of Mr. Boucicault’s peasants, there is something 

about them which is not wholly unrepulsive in the eyes of the strictest 

Conservative.^^

Richard Allen Cave, ‘Staging the Irishman’, in J. S. Bratton et al.. Acts o f  Supremacy: The British 
Empire and the Stage, 1790-1930  (Manchester and New York: Manchester University Press, 1991), p. 
97.

Ibid., p. 109.
The Times, 6 September 1875, p. 12.
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Acknowledging Boucicault as the master of Irish drama, The Times points to the fact 

that he draws accurately on real historical events, but then completely denies the 

possibility of any political offence in The Shaughraun by reducing rebels from 

Ireland’s historic past to potential dramatic material only. Irish rebels can be tolerated 

only as inspiration for Boucicault, and it is only their dramatic potential that renders 

them in any way interesting or acceptable. Irish rebellion is perfectly acceptable as 

long as it fits the confines and requirements of the English stage. This reaction shares 

similarities with that of the New York critics, particularly Henry James, except that 

in each case the critics are reacting to a different aspect of the play. In New York, 

Boucicault’s version of the Irish peasant was warmly welcomed while its real 

counterpart was not. His Irish rebel was very popular on the English stage, while in 

real life the Fenians were severely punished.

It must be acknowledged that in Boucicault’s sanitised version of Fenianism, the 

Fenian hero, Robert Ffolliott, clearly posed no threat to British rule in Ireland. It is 

not known for what exact crime he was convicted and transported, and his Fenian 

activities, whatever they were, take place before the action of the play begins. By 

referring to Robert as ‘a distinguished Fenian hero’ in the opening scene of the play, 

Molineux, the British officer, illustrates that Robert poses no threat. Molineux visits 

Arte O ’Neal not to hunt her Fenian fiance but to seek permission to hunt her land. 

Thus, Ireland is peaceful enough to allow the British army the leisure to use the 

country as a hunting and sporting playground.

Robert is described in the Dramatis Personae as ‘a young Irish Gentleman -  under 

sentence as a Fenian’, thus ranking his supposed Fenianism below his status in
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society as a young gentleman, and also suggesting that he may not actually be a 

Fenian. Reflecting the view of the London press that Irish rebels, Fenian or 

otherwise, did not derive from the upper classes, the theatre critics found it 

unacceptable that Robert might be a genuine Fenian, and all found a way of excusing 

his rebel activities. Prompted by Boucicault’s description, they all referred to Robert 

as ‘a young Irish gentleman’, and in doing so highlighted that he is of upper class, 

and that perhaps his youth and immaturity were factors in his waywardness. The 

Times took Boucicault’s dilution of Robert’s Fenianism even further, describing him 

as ‘a young Irish gentlem an...w ho has been transported on a charge, true or false, of 

Fenianism’. T h e  Era portrays Robert as the victim rather than the peipetrator of a 

crime as he was sentenced on evidence given by an informer: ‘A young Irish 

gentleman, Robert Ffolliott, having associated himself with treasonable intrigues, has 

been entrapped and betrayed by a rascally police agent, named Harvey Duff, and has 

suffered transportation to Australia.’ "̂*

In the Daily Telegraph the implication is again that it is Robert’s misguided youthful 

emotion that has directed him towards Fenianism. Love of one’s country becomes 

unacceptable to others only once action is taken to demonstrate it by forceful means:

Robert Ffolliott, a young Irish gentleman, has got into trouble and has been 

banished to an Australian settlement for that intense love of country which is 

sometimes known by the ugly name of Fenianism. We may pardon the

Ibid.
Era, 5 September 1875, p. 4.
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anachronism of penal settlements in Australia at the date of the Clerkenwell

25explosion and the Manchester rescue -  for is this not a romantic drama?

In Boucicault’s version of Irish life, the Fenians, or so-called Fenians, were depicted 

as the victims of the piece and the non-Fenians as the perpetrators of evil acts. It is 

Corry Kinchela, the local squireen and magistrate, and Harvey Duff, the police agent, 

who actually carry out the spying and betrayal. Robert Ffolliott’s friends and family 

suffer in his absence after he is transported. Bridget Madigan loses her only son, and 

Andy D onovan’s wife died in a madhouse after he was ‘sent in irons across the say’. 

These men were recruited by Harvey Duff, and were then prosecuted and sentenced 

for political activities only on his trumped-up evidence. When Robert is in captivity, 

Molineux informs Arte that, ‘Soldiers will not move without orders; besides, my men 

have such a distaste for this business, that I believe, if left to defend their prisoner 

against an attempt to rescue him, they would disgrace them selves’ (TS, act 2, scene 4, 

p. 213). Boucicault juxtaposes the Fenians’ innocence against the official pardon, 

which is issued directly from the Queen, who is pleased to do so. By inverting the 

formulaic expression of ‘at Her M ajesty’s pleasure’, Boucicault demonstrates that the 

highest levels of British rule in Ireland -  the Queen, the Lord Lieutenant, and 

Molineux and his troops -  all acknowledge that Fenians are not criminals:

On Her M ajesty’s service, The Home Office. In reply to your inquiries 

concerning Robert Ffolliott, undergoing penal servitude, I am directed by his

D aily  Telegraph, 6 Septem ber 1875, p. 3. In fact, the last ship to transport convicts to Australia was 
the H ougom ont which sailed from England on 12 October 1867, a month after the events at 
M anchester. In addition to sixty-two Fenian prisoners, a further 280  male convicts were on board.
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lordship to inform you that Her Majesty has been pleased to extend a full 

pardon to the Fenian prisoners.

(TS, act 2, scene 1, p. 199)

It is evident that the London critics and audiences did not feel threatened in any way 

by Boucicault’s version of Fenianism, and his romantic hero, Robert Ffolliott, was a 

far cry from the Fenian caricatures that appeared in Punch on a regular basis. The fact 

that The Shaughraun was not subject to any censorship demonstrates that the Lord 

Chamberlain’s censor, Edward Pigott, also took no offence.

As in New York, the only characters to warrant substantial notice in all of the 

London reviews were Conn and Harvey Duff. Unlike New York, Boucicault did not 

provide any information to the critics in advance of the play’s opening. Despite 

lacking knowledge about Talbot as the real-life source for Harvey Duff, the London 

critics also found Duff, played by Shiel Barry, to be a very powerful and lifelike 

characterisation:

There have been informers and spies before on the stage, but few who have so 

ably expressed the grim tragedy of fear. The moral agony of a coward was 

here shown to perfection.... The agonising despair of the demon brought face 

to face with death was terrible as it was true; but the character throughout was 

drawn with rare power and complete nervous force.

Register o f  Lord CFiamberlain Plays, 1 8 7 3 -7 6 , British Library Add. M S. 53705 . Edward Pigott 
replaced W illiam  Bodham  D onne as examiner o f  plays in 1874 and held the position until 1895.
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Clement Scott’s description of Boucicault as ‘the guide through so many scenes of

chaiTning Irish romance, the direct means of conveying to us all such pure

28am usem ent’, applied equally to the character Boucicault played. It is Conn who 

embodies and interprets the Irish way of life for English audiences. While Molineux 

seeks permission to shoot and hunt for sport, Conn is forced to illegally poach the 

same land to provide food for the dispossessed. The Irish landscape is his natural 

habitat and he knows it so well that he is equally at home in it whether poaching or 

joining the gentry for some hunting (as when he stole Squire Foley’s horse).

However, the hunting, fishing and shooting of Ireland is the preserve of the landed 

gentry:

Mrs O ’Kelly: Conn nivir did an honest day’s work in his life -  but dhrinkin’, 

an’ fishin’, an’ shootin’, an’ sportin’, and love-m akin’.

Moya: Sure, that’s how the quality pass their lives.

Mrs O ’Kelly: That’s it. A poor man that sports the sowl of a gentleman is 

called a blackguard.

(TS, act 1, scene 2, p. 187)

Nothing about Conn is ever as it appears, and all his actions have two levels of 

meaning. Sometimes his deeds are open to misinterpretation but, as the best 

com municator in the play. Conn is more than able to offer his own version of events. 

He poaches, but only in order to help people live. He stole Squire Foley’s horse, but 

in Conn’s humorous account, the horse stole him. He was missing for six months and

Daily Telegraph, 6 September 1875, p. 3.
Ibid.
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presumed by Father Dolan to be in jail, when he was, in fact, rescuing Robert 

Ffolliott from an Australian jail.

Conn is forgiven such illicit behaviour because of his inherent integrity and absolute 

jo ie  de vivre. When his mother warns him that his hunting escapade will get him a 

month in jail he says that it was worth it. He is unschooled and illiterate but uses 

words, music and action in total harmony to convey meaning. While others struggle 

to understand and express their emotions. Conn can talk in poetic terms to Moya of 

his love for her. In contrast to M olineux, the quintessential Englishman, Conn is in 

harmony with his emotions and with nature. For him, there is no conflict between 

what he wants to do and what he is compelled to do. While Molineux speaks of the 

obligations of duty. Conn performs his heroic deeds not out of a sense of duty, but 

due to love and loyalty. For the Era, Conn’s most important characteristics represent 

‘the beauty of Irish character’:

The main features and the most beautiful features of his character are his 

loyalty, his purity, and his humour. In the loyalty of Conn we are brought face 

to face with the beauty of Irish character. It may be carried to excess in the 

unreasoning love of country and with a blind hatred of all that is anti-Irish; 

but the loyalty of Conn is the kind of loyalty which binds the country together 

with a chord of sympathetic love.... So there we have Conn, the Shaughraun, 

in his triple-sided character -  as the loyal friend, as the pure lover, and as the
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humorous Irishman, each side of the character contributing to the sympathy so

29much desired in order to secure wholesome dramatic pleasure.

W hile admiring Conn’s loyalty to others, the Era is also censuring what is regarded 

as an excess of national loyalty. While praising his purity of love, it chastises him for 

loving his country too much. While enjoying his humour, it accuses him of hatred. 

Thus, the three characteristics which make Conn such an attractive stage character, 

are not so acceptable if they are used in pursuit of Ireland’s nationalist cause. Conn’s 

escapades are to be enjoyed as long as they function as entertainment only, and do 

not aspire to make a plea for Ireland’s cause.

It is difficult to see how Conn’s actions or emotions can be considered to be an 

‘unreasoning love of country’ or ‘a blind hatred of all that is anti-Irish’. If sailing to 

Australia to rescue Robert, or rescuing him again from the prison tower, are acts of 

personal loyalty, then it must be the defiance of authority in carrying out these deeds 

that is found unpalatable by the Era. Yet all of Conn’s deeds are acts of defiance of 

authority, from his illicit poaching, to his hunting, drinking and love making. He not 

only defies the authority of the ruling powers but also of his mother and Father 

Dolan. To say that he is ungovernable is not to imply that he is out of control, as 

Conn is driven by his own moral code and a true sense of justice. These traits in the 

humorous Irishman were acceptable on the London stage as long as they were 

contained within a certain sphere -  the sphere of a society that ultimately knew its 

place in the colonial and social hierarchy.

Era, 19 September 1875, p. 13.
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Boucicault’s letter to Disraeli; ‘One word for the Fenian Prisoners’

In New York, Boucicault had instructed his audience how to receive The Shaughraun 

by releasing information to the press prior to the premiere. In London, he used his 

open letter to Benjamin Disraeli to interpret the play for the English audience after 

the event rather than before it, and in a different manner. He claimed that: ‘I wrote 

this work [The Shaughraun] with the deliberate intention to ask that question in plain 

language. And I have done so’, the question being whether the English people were 

ready to support the release of the Fenian prisoners.

Boucicault’s appeal for an amnesty for the Fenian prisoners was first published in the 

Daily Telegraph and other periodicals on 10 January 1876. The letter’s opening 

paragraph contains an opening statement of fact about The Shaughraun, and 

Boucicault’s self-depreciating claim that, ‘As a literary effort it has no pretension, 

therefore no poetic clothing disguises its subject; it possesses no wit to divert public 

attention from this simple story’.^' This claim, of course, is completely false, and is 

actually a direct inversion of factual evidence, as based on the reception of the play. 

However, the authority of Boucicault, as the playwright, and the conviction of his 

prose demands that the reader accept his version of events.

Claiming that The Shaughraun ‘is founded upon an episode in the Fenian 

insurrection of 1866’, Boucicault summarises the plot with reference to Robert 

Ffolliott only, describing Robert’s pardon as ‘the Deus ex machina of the dram a’. 

However, this representation of the play presents some problems, not least because

Daily Telegraph, 10 January 1876, p. 3. Copy o f letter attached as Appendix 7.
Ibid.
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half of Boucicault’s summary concerns events which occurred prior to the opening 

action of the play. To claim that Robert’s pardon is the 'Deus ex machina of the play 

is technically correct in that the pardon facilitates the resolution of the action and the 

triple marriage. However, the news of the pardon carries no dramatic weight within 

the action of the play, and is overshadowed by the hunt for Arte and Moya, and the 

developing relationship between Claire and Molineux. This explains why the London 

critics made no reference to Robert’s pardon, or remarked on any particular audience 

reaction. In terms of dramatic interest, it is worth comparing this scene to that in 

which Robert is arrested by Molineux at Father D olan’s house, the earlier scene 

being highly charged and emotional, with Robert as the focus of attention:

Robert enters

Robert: No, sir. Robert Ffolliott is here!

(Arte, with a suppressed cry, throws herself into C laire’s 

arms)

Molineux: I am very sorry for it. (goes slowly up to Sergeant -  Robert

embraces Father Dolan) Secure your prisoner!

The Sergeant advances -  Robert meets him, is handcuffed -  

Sergeant retires two or three paces  -  Father Dolan totters 

across, and fa lls  on his knees -  Robert raises him and puts him 

in chair -  the Sergeant touches Robert on shoulder, then 

moves to door -  Robert is passing out, when Arte throws her 

arms around his neck)

Father Dolan: What have I done? -  what have I done? (sinking into chair)

Ibid.
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Conn: Be asy, Father. Sure, he’d rather have the iron on his hand,

than you the sin upon your sowl!

(TS, act 1 ,scene 4, p. 198)

In the later scene, Molineux is the only person to congratulate Robert, while Claire, 

his sister, registers very little interest in the matter. Another contributing factor to the 

flatness of this scene is that it immediately follows the discovery by Molineux, Claire 

and Father Dolan that Conn is actually alive, and Conn has just exited the stage when 

Robert enters with news of his pardon:

Enter Robert

Father Dolan: Good gracious, what brings you back?

Robert: The news 1 heard on board the schooner. A pardon has been

granted to the Fenian prisoners.

Claire: A pardon!

Molineux: I congratulate you, sir {shakes hands with Robert) Oh, by Jove!

Excuse my swearing, but a light breaks in upon me -  Kinchela 

knew of this pardon. I’ll go to Ballyragget House at once.

Robert: 1 have just come from there, 1 went to tax him with his

villainy. He has fled.

Molineux: 1 thought there was no fight in him.

Claire: But Arte is in his power.

Father Dolan: Free, and at home! Heaven be praised!
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Robert: Not free till Arte is so. {exits with Father Dolan)

Claire: {after watching them ojf, turns, and advances rapidly to

Molineux) W hat’s your Christian name, or have you English 

such things amongst you?

Molineux: Yes, my Christian name is Harry!

Claire: Harry!

{Kissing him, she runs ojf. He assumes a military position and  

marches off, whistling ‘The British G renadiers’)

{TS, act 3, scene 1, pp. 225-226)

Evoking a court of law, Boucicault calls to witness all those who have seen The 

Shaughraun, all the press who have commented on it, and the whole world. By 

referring to the play as a ‘representation’, he is suggesting that The Shaughraun is 

about real events. Boucicault adopts the role of prosecutor, and he places English 

justice in the dock. In order to give credibility to the witness statements of the ‘two 

hundred thousand of the people of London’ who have seen the play, Boucicault 

elevates the drama beyond the role of entertainment, granting it political power, 

which in turn empowers the playwright:

In all countries and in all times, since the political license of Aristophanes 

was reprobated by the Athenian tyrant, to the present day, when the French 

censure watches with minute jealousy every expression of their drama, the 

theatre has been acknowledged a sensitive test of public opinion.



When Boucicault appeals to Disraeli personally he mimics the role of Conn as 

humble supplicant seeking approval: ‘I am no politician, sir, but a working man in 

that guild of literature whereof you are the most distinguished living m em ber’. He is 

suggesting that if Disraeli can effect change both through his role as a politician and 

as a writer of novels of social reform, then he too, as playwright, can use his literary 

skills to make a political argument, be it on the stage or in the public arena.

Boucicault is deliberately imprecise concerning the exact nature of the test he is 

submitting to public opinion. He invites everybody who has seen the play to 

‘pronounce their feelings on a great political question’, yet he does not specify what 

that question is. In the opening paragraph, Robert is described as someone who has 

‘been tried, convicted, and transported to the penal colonies, for complicity with the 

rebellion’, and while somewhat vague, this is a tangible offence. However, 

Boucicault later describes the audience as ‘invited to sympathise with one who is 

endeavouring to elude the penalty of a great offence’, and he claims that ‘the English 

people have begun to forgive the offence, and heartily desire to forget it! So I 

believed when I wrote this work with the deliberate intention to ask that question in 

plain language’.

Boucicault uses the Fenian issue to criticise British justice and to claim a potential 

pro-British sympathy among Americans should an amnesty be granted. While he 

describes Robert Ffolliott as an Irish gentleman, he refers to the prisoners, ‘a few 

obscure men [who] still linger in chains’ as ‘the only British citizens now in prison 

for a political offence’. He thus illustrates how Britain treats its own people, who 

have not been charged with a criminal offence and who no longer pose a threat, if
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they happen to be Irish political agitators. He is pointing out that the continued 

imprisonment is needless and that ‘the detriment occasioned when punishment 

exceeding the measure of retribution makes justice appear capricious, and tends to 

turn the criminal into a martyr’. Claiming that the cause has the support of ‘twenty 

millions of English hearts in American breasts’, Boucicault is actually urging Britain 

to engage in improved British-Am erican cooperation and reconciliation, as those 

English hearts ‘sincerely respect this mother country, and would love her dearly if 

she would let them ’. It also serves as a reminder that America was once too a colony 

of Britain, one that, unlike Ireland, fought successfully for its independence. In 

Boucicault’s view of Anglo-American relations, the most important issue is that the 

two countries unite in agreement over Ireland:

One crowning act of humanity would be worth a dozen master-strokes of 

policy; and the great treaty to be established with the United States is neither 

the Canadian Fisheries nor the border line on the Pacific Ocean -  it is the 

hearty cohesion of the English and American people.

The letter’s closing paragraph is an accusatory counter-argument, and to those ‘who 

say the time is not come for the exercise of clemency’. Boucicault declares that ‘no 

man keeps a fallen foe under his heel but a coward who dares not let him up’, and in 

the event of the institutions of Britain failing to have the courage to exercise 

clemency, a direct appeal is made to Disraeli to let his ‘noble impatience push 

forward the hands of the clock.’
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The English press responds

Boucicault’s letter provoked a spectacular amount of response in the British and Irish 

press, The Times being a notable exception. However, whether the press coverage 

was as extensive as he claimed is unverifiable:

If, in addressing the English people through M r Disraeli, the fate of the 

Fenian prisoners, which was becoming buried under other political matters, 

has been raised into a living question, an important result has been gained. 

Since Monday last more than 300 provincial journals, and fifteen leading 

London newspapers, have given it editorial prominence. It matters very little 

what sneers, scoffs, and ribaldry have been expended on me.^^

While the quantity of coverage is notable, the most striking aspect of the response in 

the English press is the strength of its relentless attack on Boucicault in rejecting his 

plea.

Some of the press, including the theatrical press, construed Boucicault’s intentions to 

be purely self serving. This is well illustrated by a cartoon which appeared in the 

E ntr’acte and Limelight, and which shows Boucicault, dressed as Conn, petitioning 

Disraeli, with the caption ‘One word for the Fenian Prisoners, and how many for the 

“Shaughraun?” ’ '̂̂  Punch devoted almost two full pages to imitation letters and to an 

illustration implying that Boucicault was only seeking self-promotion:

Ibid., 13 January 1876, p. 3.
Entr’acte and Limelight: Theatrical and M usical Critic and Advertiser, 15 January 1876, p. 7. Copy 

attached as Appendix 8.
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I call to witness twelve million of the English people who have paid their 

money to witness this representation (and I shall be happy to call as many 

more on the same terms), -  and I call to witness the enormous Free List 

entirely suspended - 1 call to witness the Public Press, most justly excepted, -  

and I call the whole W orld to witness this spectacle (it would be a big House 

if they all came on one night) -  and I may add that this ‘Spectacle’, which I 

call upon the whole W orld to witness, does not depend solely and only on 

spectacular effects, though we do fire a gun from a man-of-war.^^

While Boucicault was certainly courting the attention of the London press, he did not 

require free publicity for The Shaughraun. The play had closed at Drury Lane on 18 

December in order to make way for the seasonal pantomime, but was enjoying equal 

success at the Adelphi Theatre. Additionally, it appears that Boucicault was planning 

to end the London run and return to America.

Two leading London daily newspapers that carried extensive editorial comment on 

11 January were the Morning Post and the Daily Telegraph. Both editorials reject 

Boucicault’s appeal to Disraeli completely, and they deny the play, and its reception, 

any validity in terms of making a political claim. In doing so, both pieces consider 

the nature of drama and the nature of audience response. The audience is treated as 

an unthinking one for whom the drama holds no function beyond that of pure 

entertainment:

Punch, 22  January 1876, p. 11. Pages 11 and 12 o f  this edition attached as Appendix 9.
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Audiences are not political assemblies; they come to laugh or to cry, not to 

puzzle their heads over State affairs; they are instruments on which a man of 

genius can play any tune.^^

The audience go to be amused, to have their interest excited, their laughter or 

their tears provoked, but they do not go to get serious or reasonable 

im pressions.... the immediate pleasure of the moment is all that is sought for. 

Ulterior impressions -  least of all political impressions -  are not thought of.^^

According to the Morning Post, a publication of Liberal principles, Boucicault 

‘grievously misconceives the spirit in which English people go to the play’, and, 

reflecting the theatrical reviews, it claims that audiences sympathise with Robert 

Ffolliott because he is actually presumed innocent of any offence from the very start

38of the play. They applaud R obert’s pardon ‘for an imaginary and intangible crim e’ 

as it confirms their belief in Robert’s innocence. The audience do not carefully think 

out ‘the cause and justice of their sympathies’, but their ‘quick instinct of justice’ 

would prevent them from welcoming the pardon of anyone who, for political motive 

or not, committed a murder or some other serious crime. This implies that if the 

instinctual sense of justice of the audience finds Robert to be innocent of any crime, 

he must be innocent and cannot therefore be a Fenian. Thus, when applauding his 

pardon, the audience is approving the release of an innocent man, and not the pardon 

of an Irish rebel. The newspaper approves a public form of justice that welcomes the

D aily  Telegraph, 11 January 1876, p. 5. A ll further references to the D aily  Telegraph  here are to 
this editorial.

M orning P ost, 11 January 1876, p. 4 . All further references to the M orning P ost here are to this 
editorial.
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pardon of a political prisoner, innocent or not, on the stage, but in reality it totally 

denies Boucicault any right to appeal on behalf of prisoners who have, at that point in 

time, served substantial sentences. In its rebuttal of Boucicault, the Morning Post 

goes so far as to quote George Grote, the historian of Greece, to support its denial 

that Aristophanes was a political critic.

The Daily Telegraph, another Liberal publication, also acknowledges the strong 

audience support for Robert, but it undertakes a different argument against 

Boucicault, pointing out that were an Irish rebel to receive the due penalty at the end

39of a play, the production would not be a success. Thus The Shaughraun ’s success is 

dependent upon Robert’s pardon, regardless of the crime he has committed. The 

unthinking audience is not, as Boucicault claimed, a jury passing sentence on a 

political issue, but if they did think, the Daily Telegraph claims, they would support 

Robert’s pardon from a sense of indulgence:

[Or] if a reflecting English audience carried any national prejudice with them 

it would be one of generous indulgence for the foibles of their Irish fellow- 

countrymen and friends. An Englishman has an instinct that it does not 

become the stronger and richer to exult over the weaker and poorer race, and, 

if he knows that State necessity may compel severity in real life, he hardly 

objects to allow the Fenians their literary and dramatic revenge in ballad, 

poem, and play.

The N ew spaper Press Directory o f  1875 categorised the Morning Post as ‘Liberal, Independent and 
Constitutional’. Its price was three pence, the same price as The Times.

The Daily Telegraph  was described by the Directory as ‘Thoroughly devoted to the large interest o f  
the Liberal cause. It has for a number o f years claimed the enjoyment o f the largest daily circulation in
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This is a direct rebuttal of Boucicault’s claim that ‘mercy is not a calculation but a 

noble impulse -  that no man keeps a fallen foe under his heel but a coward who dares 

not let him up’.'*® Irishmen may be referred to as ‘fellow-countrymen and friends’, 

but it is pointed out that they are ‘the weaker and poorer race’. It is not just that they 

are a temporarily fallen foe, who will resume an equal status at some future point, but 

that they are inherently inferior. The English do not need to be told by Boucicault 

how to behave, as they know by instinct how to adopt and enact the superior role. 

However, benevolent indulgence is only extended to the representation of dissent in 

the form of literature and drama; actual dissent incurs the full penalty of the law. The 

existence of censorship ensured that any attempt at literary revenge could be only 

delivered in a manner that was palatable to English audiences. That the Fenians are 

permitted to express a cultural nationalism underlines the fact that their political 

nationalism is not considered a threat to English dominance, and that it is certainly 

not taken seriously. The English were, as Richard Cave suggests, ‘allowing degrees 

of freedom as apparently liberal gestures to the colonised because it was absolutely 

confident of its autonomy’."̂ '

For the Daily Telegraph, Boucicault’s appeal to Disraeli represented ‘something 

more than ordinary audacity’, and it drove the newspaper to act as it claimed 

Englishmen should not. The newspaper clearly did exult in England’s control of 

Ireland despite its claim that ‘No generous victor grudges a garland over a grave, or 

resents pathetic fidelity to a lost cause’. The Daily Telegraph sets itself up as an

the w orld’. The D aily  T elegraph  was substantially cheaper than The Times and the M orning P ost at a 
price o f  one penny.
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ungenerous victor that treats any form of appeal for independence, and indeed Ireland 

itself, as a hopelessly lost cause.

When considering ‘at what period of our drama were Irishmen not popular on the 

stage?’, it is found that the Irish provide excellent material to meet English dramatic 

needs, and, indeed, only seem to exist in response to theatrical demands. W here the 

New York critics praised Boucicault for presenting what they considered to be real 

Irish characters from Ireland, the Daily Telegraph thinks it unimportant whether or 

not the Irish are faithfully represented on stage, as long as the Irish character offers 

enough suitable traits to entertain:

W hether as representatives of racy and quaint humour or exponents of an 

open pathos and demonstrative grief not usual with Englishmen, the Irishman 

and Irishwoman have been happy inventions of the modem theatre. The 

dramatist could portray a being wild yet gentle, full of fun yet steeped in 

sentiment, ragged but brimful of romance, poor and roguish yet generous and 

disinterested, prompt to anger yet touched by kindness; and all this in a 

kindred nation, speaking our own tongue and linked to us in politics and war. 

W hether these traits did more or less justice to the original matter little; the 

real Irish character offered basis enough for the superstructure of the 

playwright.

D aily  Telegraph,  10 January 1876, p. 3. 
C ave, ‘Staging the Irishman’, p. 73.
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It is desired that the stage Irishman meets English emotional needs by expressing the 

emotions that Englishmen cannot express. While desiring such a catharsis, it must, at 

the same time, be constrained and non-threatening. So while audiences will revel in 

an Irishman who is wild, full of fun, poor and roguish, and prompt to anger, he must 

also display gentleness, sentiment, romance, generosity and kindness. Such a 

character would represent a range of ‘w ild’ Irish characteristics that are tamed, or 

refined, and made palatable by ‘gentle’ English characteristics. The reference to 

Ireland as ‘a kindred nation, speaking our own tongue’ generates a sense of kinship 

by pointing to the similarities between the two countries but, at the same time, 

reinforcing the differences between them. While the Irish and English have a 

common skin colour and language, they are not linked by shared emotion or 

sentiment but only by politics and war. The English are morally, socially and 

politically superior. It is their inferiority and emotional capacity that renders the Irish 

race as suitable material for the English stage.

The Daily Telegraph argues, in direct opposition to Boucicault, that audience support 

for a rebel such as Robert Ffolliott only demonstrates the ‘divorce of drama from real 

life’. It is believed that though art ‘is based on real life, [it] has still a law and 

morality of its ow n’, and this is welcomed as it can then offer a form of escapism 

from the restraints of civilised, or English, life. While acknowledging the benefit of 

tract stories, so popular at the time, for the poorer classes, ‘romance and art, poetry 

and the dram a’ are preferred as they ‘stray from the road trod by the wise and good’. 

Civilisation must be abandoned in order to enjoy the pleasures offered by the non

civilised, and this is not merely restricted to the Irish. Victorian tract stories, here 

considered suitable for the lower classes, often underlined the perils of drink, so it is
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interesting that a ‘return to our sober senses’ is required in order to escape the 

intoxicated world of the arts. The feeling of controlled conservatism is palpable, and 

societal safety is found in that which is knowable:

The civilisation which is our real pride is despised and ignored when we enter 

the magic realm of literature and art; there we fall back on what is savage, 

primitive, rugged, perilous and wild. But we return to our sober senses in due 

time. On the stage, in a story, in a picture, a wild Irishman, a Highland 

gallowglass, one of Byron’s Albanians, or a Montenegrin guide is far more 

interesting than a London valet; yet in real life the latter, for all his 

unpicturesqueness, is much preferred.

What is so striking about the tone and content of these editorials is the extent to 

which they substantiate modem theory about Ireland’s role as the ‘O ther’ within the 

country’s relationship with England. The Daily Telegraph’s claim that the Irish are 

‘happy inventions’ of the English stage, whether ‘as representatives of racy and 

quaint humour or exponents of an open pathos and demonstrative grief not usual with 

Englishm en’ is certainly very telling. The existence of the Irish as an invention, or a 

reinvention, to meet English requirement has been well argued by Declan Kiberd:

If Ireland had never existed, the English would have invented it; and since it 

never existed in English eyes as anything more than a patchwork-quilt of 

warring fifedoms, their leaders occupied the neighbouring island and called it 

Ireland.... Ireland was soon patented as not-England, a place whose peoples

245



were, in many important ways, the very antitheses of their new rulers from 

overseas.

According to Kiberd, ‘Ireland was pressed into service as a foil to set off English 

virtues, as a laboratory in which to conduct experiments, and as a fantasy-land in 

which to meet fairies and m onsters’. I t  is well demonstrated by the Daily Telegraph 

that an imaginary fantasy-land where the civilised English can escape their societal 

responsibilities is absolutely essential. While convinced of the superiority of the 

English form of civilisation, a deep desire is expressed to experience what is 

perceived to be the opposite of that civilisation: that which is ‘savage, primitive, 

rugged, perilous and w ild’. By looking to the Irish, or the other nationalities 

mentioned by the Daily Telegraph, for this escapist experience, the implication is 

that these characteristics are not inherent in the English. Thus any form of desire, 

sexual or otherwise, that must be repressed under the constraints of middle-class 

Victorian society is projected onto other races in order that it can be fulfilled. This 

idea is central to the discourse linking colonialism, nationalism and culture. In 

summarising analyses by cultural theorists such Homi Bhabha and Ashis Nandy 

about the reciprocity between coloniser and colonised, David Cairns and Shaun 

Richards conclude that:

Declan Kiberd, Inventing Ireland  (London; Jonathan Cape, 1995), p. 9. 
Ibid., p. 1.



colonial discourse establishes the colonized as the repressed and rejected 

‘other’ against which the colonizer defines an ordered self and on to which all 

potentially disruptive psycho-sexual impulses are projected."^"^

As Elizabeth Butler Cullingford argues, the reciprocity between coloniser and 

colonised held a particular significance in the case of Ireland because of its close 

relationship with England, and the imbalance of power between the two countries:

Although Ireland suffered dislocations of culture, language and identity 

analogous to those experienced by colonized people in India and Africa, the 

Irish could not be distinguished from their imperial rulers by the colour of 

their skin. They were ‘proxim ate’ rather than ‘absolute’ Others, a disturbing 

mixture of sameness and difference, geographical closeness and cultural 

difference.'*^

That the Irish were ‘proxim ate’ rendered them as excellent dramatic material for the 

English stage. The fact that Ireland was ‘a kindred nation, speaking our own tongue’ 

rendered the experience of escape from reality all the more exciting."*^ The racial and 

cultural differences that existed between England and its subjects in far-flung 

colonies would have been visibly obvious in stage presentations based on life and 

events in foreign countries. However, for English audiences, the possibility of 

experiencing a romantic Ireland and its exciting way of life was a much closer reality, 

and one that was very easily imaginable.

David Cairns and Shaun Richards, W riting Ireland: C olonialism , N ationalism  an d  Culture  
(M anchester: M anchester U niversity Press, 1988), p. 8.
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In concluding their arguments, the Morning Post and Daily Telegraph underline their 

rebuttal of Boucicault’s claim for the drama as a form of political influence:

Her M ajesty’s Government may, perhaps, one day reconsider the case of the 

Fenian soldiers who broke their oaths of allegiance, but certainly not because 

another Irish play has been successful. Keats [sic] called poets the 

‘unacknowledged legislators’ of the world; but we are not yet prepared to 

accept popular dramatists as trustworthy judges of political expediency."*^

But of political influence in our plays there is none, and there ought to be 

none; and we hope we are far from the time when a Prime M inister can be 

moved to this or that public course of action by the approval or dissatisfaction 

shown at a play."**

Throughout they have denied Boucicault an identity or credibility beyond that of 

popular dramatist, a limiting description given that he was a man of wide ranging 

talents and achievements. As alluded to by Boucicault, popular novelists and 

dramatists, such as Charles Dickens, Douglas Jerrold, and Disraeli did have social 

influence, be it through their own art form or journalism, or both. By concentrating 

on their denial of the influence of the drama, the editorials can successfully avoid 

actually dealing with the issue raised, other than in terms of outraged indignation.

Cullingford, Ireland's O thers, p. 14. 
D aily  Telegraph , 11 January 1876, p. 5.
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As a weekly publication, the theatrical newspaper, Era, politically moderate in tone, 

was in a position to comment reflectively on the response to Boucicault’s letter that 

had been printed during the week. It lauded the Daily Telegraph for ‘not imputing 

selfish motives to the popular dramatist and actor, but discussing his letter to the 

Premier in a serious spirit’, and in addition to the letter to Disraeli, the Era printed 

Boucicault’s letters to the Daily Telegraph of 11 and 13 January."^^ The newspaper’s 

own editorial response offered a defence of the playwright and an exploration of his 

motivation.

According to the Era, Boucicault was ‘inclined to be jealous at the discussion of 

every imaginable subject to the exclusion of the D ram a’, and that he considered ‘a 

certain indifference towards matters dramatic possessed us before he sat down to pen 

the celebrated letter’. It welcomed the intervention of the ‘dauntless cham pion’ of the 

stage as it found that the drama was like ‘a neglected child in a large party, standing 

miserably and disconsolately in a com er’, and could definitely be considered to be in 

decline:

In these times of cynicism and succring [s/c] we may possibly be led to 

believe that the Drama is loosing [5jc] its hold upon the people, that it is not 

increasing with the rapid strides shown by the other arts, that it is being 

handed over to the consideration of lower intellects than is customary, and is 

appealing to more morbid tastes.

Ibid. It was o f  course Percy Bysshe Shelley, and not Keats, who made this claim for poets. 
Morning Post, 11 January 1876, p. 4.
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The newspaper protests against the ready manner in which other publications 

assigned a selfish motive to Boucicault’s actions, and appeals to them to give the 

playwright credit for ‘loftier thoughts and higher intentions’. It is firmly believed that 

Boucicault saw an opportunity for promoting a favourite theory and for inviting the 

attention of Disraeli and the public at large to the Stage ‘as a healthy means of public 

instruction’.

Claiming that ‘the proof of the pudding is in the eating’, it was reported that ‘it is 

quite certain that M r Boucicault’s letters have been weighed with as much and more 

attention than the grave political and social questions of the day’. Boucicault’s 

intervention was clearly spectacularly successful:

At the cost of the expenditure of a few hours’ trouble he sets the whole 

English speaking world talking about the position of the Stage as a means of 

expressing political sentiment. The leading London daily journals, the 

newspapers of Ireland almost without exception, and the calm, practical 

Scotch papers, all fall to, and begin talking about Mr Boucicault, The 

Shaughraun, and the Stage.

While lauding Boucicault’s actions and defending them against accusations of self- 

interest, the Era does not support his claim that audience approval of The 

Shaughraun demonstrates support for the Fenian prisoners. The newspaper wants to 

protect the stage against ‘the dangers of political passion and personal invective’, and 

it argues that it cannot be assumed that the admirers of an exciting play endorse that

Era, 16 January 1876, p. 13. All further references to the Era here are to this editorial.
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which is represented on the stage. It argues that it would be dangerous to contend that 

the balance of public opinion would favour that which is honourable and just for 

thousands of plays of questionable morals and motive are produced but are not hissed 

off the stage. It then cites some extreme examples of public opinion expressed 

demonstratively that it held to be wrong:

England, so far as the public voice was concerned, determined to cut off the 

head of Charles the First; a Parisian mob howled at Marie Antoinette... 

another Parisian mob pulled down the column in the Place V endom e... a mob 

in London pulled down the railings in the Park.

By referring to the execution of Charles the First, the French Revolution, and public 

demonstrations in London, the Era seems to be somewhat overstating its case. Such 

an argument displays anxiety about audience response by comparing audiences to 

what they consider to be out-of-control mobs. The examples cited were all public 

struggles against the ruling classes for democracy or legislative reform. The Era has 

already stated its belief that the theatre is ‘being handed over to the consideration of 

lower intellects than is customary’, and therefore, if Boucicault’s claims for audience 

response are correct, it may fear the potential power a dramatist could wield over a 

working-class audience. While acknowledging the value of drama in relation to all 

that is ‘politically and socially interesting’, it held that it must not be used to promote 

any cause or issue, such as Fenianism, that might threaten the establishment. While 

praising Boucicault, the Era is actually trying to restrict him, and suggests that ‘an 

author of M r Boucicault’s loqual [5/c] temperament would surely never contend that 

the voice of the mob must necessarily be a just voice, and one that must never be
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questioned’. The closing sentence can be read as both a plea to Boucicault’s 

detractors and as a warning to the playwright in the guise of a compliment: ‘The 

Stage cannot afford to lose the adherence of so distinguished a gentleman’.

Boucicault responds to the Daily Telegraph

Boucicault, of course, rebutted the Daily Telegraph’s editorial argument in a lengthy 

letter to that newspaper. Pointing to Dickens and Disraeli, he questions in what way 

does ‘fiction in the dramatic form differ from fiction in the form of a novel?’ ®̂ He 

argues that the dramatic form is more effective as it generates a shared audience 

experience and response, whereas reading a novel is a solitary experience and the 

feelings it generates go no further than the reader’s own emotions. As proof of his 

theory, he cites the censorship of caricatures of Gladstone and Ayrton at the Court 

Theatre while the same caricatures continued to be published in Punch^^

Boucicault argued that by raising the issue of the Fenian prisoners in the context of 

the political power of drama, he had succeeded in his aim of generating publicity for 

the men where others, by more straightforward means, had failed. To that end he was 

happy to endure ‘what sneers, scoffs and ribaldry’ had been expended on him, but he 

does ask the very obvious question of why his action elicited the response it did:

D aily  T elegraph, 13 January 1876, p. 3. A ll further references to the D aily  Telegraph  in this section  
o f  the discussion are to this letter.

W . S. G ilbert’s The H appy Land, a burlesque version o f  The W icked W orld, opened at the Court 
Theatre, London, on 3 March 1873. It satirised the Prime M inister, Gladstone, Robert L ow e, then 
Chancellor o f  the Exchequer, and Acton Sm ee Ayrton, Liberal M P for Tower Ham lets 1 8 5 7 -7 4 , and 
C om m issioner for Public W orks in 1873. W illiam  Bodham D onne claim ed that he had licensed the 
play as it had contained only legitimate general satire. It was in performance that the political 
generalities o f  the text were translated into pointedly specific political gibes. T w o days after opening, 
the Lord Chamberlain, Lord Sydney, went to see the performance, and he subsequently withdrew the
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Why any reference to the pardon of these wretched men, who have now lain 

in jail for ten years, should raise such a torrent of invective as some of the 

press have indulged in, I cannot imagine. They appear with the jealous 

appetite of bull-terriers, to gnaw the Fenian bone, and resent the slightest 

movement to touch it with all the bristles of a canine nature. They regard my 

approach to the matter as a piece of outrageous impudence. The bone is their 

bone.

W hile Boucicault is being somewhat disingenuous, his comments ring true, as does 

the whole letter, and while undoubtedly self-serving to a degree, the letter is a well 

executed response to the editorial. He deals with the issue of those Fenians who were 

British soldiers, once again questioning the British justice system, and suggesting 

that they are being kept in prison on the government’s whim;

Have these men been tried for the military crime of mutiny by the tribunal 

competent to deal with that offence? If not, would it not appear they are now 

virtually suffering a sentence passed on them rather by England’s government 

than by her courts of justice?

In response to his own question, ‘Who is this actor who dares to have feelings on the 

subject?’, Boucicault claims to be ‘an Irishman who for the last fifteen years has 

devoted his life to rubbing out of the world’s mind the degrading caricatures which 

the ignorant prejudice of English literature had circulated’. The period he refers to is

play’s licence. See John Russell Stephens, The Censorship o f  English Drama 1824-1901  (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1980), pp. 119-24.
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that which had elapsed since his first significant Irish play, The Colleen Bawn. He 

claims to have tried to bring the English people to a better understanding of ‘a sister 

people they have been educated to despise’, and to convince them that ‘the Irish 

peasant is neither the fool nor the ruffian he has been represented’. In so doing he has 

tried to show that Irish people possess ‘tender, gentle, and loveable qualities’, such 

qualities that Dickens illustrated in his novels of English life. And that the Irish priest 

‘may be full of gentleness and loyalty and as thorough a gentleman as the Vicar of 

W akefield’.

Boucicault is making his argument here in three stages; first he establishes that he has 

the authority to represent the interests of the Irish people, and this links back to an 

earlier part of the letter where he clearly sees himself as an unofficial representative 

of Ireland. He reflected that ‘even great statesmen, when seeking to serve their 

country, are frequently saluted on the hustings with rotten eggs and offal. Why 

should I not receive the political baptism of dirt?’ Second, he puts him self on an 

equal literary footing with Dickens and Oliver Goldsmith, an Englishman and an 

Irishman, both of whom held a central position in the English literary and dramatic 

canon. Third, Boucicault’s shared status with these literary greats implies that his 

work represents quintessential Irish life in the same manner that Dickens and 

Goldsmith portrayed English life.

It is significant that Boucicault used fellow  Irishman’s O liver G oldsm ith’s unfortunate vicar as his 
exam ple o f  English clerical virtue.

254



The Irish response

The Dublin press reacted just as quickly as their London counterparts to Boucicault’s 

letter, but their response was one of strong support. As might be expected, the Nation 

gave the affair most coverage, supporting Boucicault in the strongest terms, and 

entering into a correspondence with him. It printed Boucicault’s response to the 

Daily Telegraph on 22 January, and among the other items on the page was a report 

from the Home Rule Confederation of Great Britain where it was reported that the 

Leeds branch of the association had read out the letter to Disraeli at their meeting. 

They had expressed their ‘sincere and heartfelt thanks to Mr. Dion Boucicault for his 

very able and patriotic letter to the Right Hon. B. Disraeli, in advocacy of our 

incarcerated countrymen imprisoned for political offences’.̂  ̂Thus Boucicault had to 

strongly defend his right to speak on behalf of his fellow countrymen in the English 

press, while being lauded for doing so by Irish associations in England and in the 

Irish press, including the Unionist Irish Times. That paper reinforced the plea to 

Disraeli, as it was a cause for which it had often argued itself. While not openly 

critical of the British justice system, the editorial clearly supports Boucicault’s claim 

that the m en’s continued punishment exceeds ‘the measure of retribution’, 

particularly as they consider the m en’s ’ motives as ‘not wholly unworthy’. The most 

striking aspect of the Irish Times editorial is that, in stark contrast to the London 

newspapers, it considers the subject from the viewpoint of the Irish people. It is 

suggested that the Fenians acted more out of foolishness than anything else, thus 

reflectmg the opinion held by the London press of Boucicault’s fictitious Fenian. It is 

argued that they should be released for the sake of all Irish people, in order that 

Fenianism can be relegated to past history and that nationalist politics can be pursued
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by more peaceful means. The editorial is the only one to suggest a way forward on 

this issue, and its moderate tone, and unionist politics, lend it credibility, so that it 

cannot be dismissed as nationalist cant:

We have repeatedly advocated the release of the misguided men who are yet 

suffering for offences which partook more of folly than of crime, and which 

were certainly prompted by motives not wholly unworthy. After the discharge 

of all the leaders of the conspiracy the retention of the humble rank and file 

appears to us illogical as well as unwise. We know that their liberation would 

be received as a message of peace by the Irish masses, and we believe that if 

the prison doors were opened tomorrow the last traces of the mischievous 

agitation in which they participated would disappear from the page of Irish 

history.^''

On the contrary, strongly expressed nationalist sentiment is prominent in the N ation’s 

coverage, and the letter to Disraeli prompted an adoring and undiscem ing response. 

To that end the Nation was the ideal Dublin media vehicle for Boucicault. The 

newspaper was clearly thrilled by the letter, and it placed Boucicault on a pedestal 

where, in its eyes, as a champion of the Irish cause he should be beyond criticism and 

the exercise of objectivity. Its initial reaction was one of outrage at the fact that some 

English publications had assigned a mercenary motivation to Boucicault’s action. His 

declared withdrawal of The Shaughraun was considered to be a sacrificial action, and 

Boucicault was, in fact, cast in the role of wounded martyr.

Nation, 22 January 1876, p. 5.
Irish Times, 10 January 1876, p. 4.
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In one of three lengthy pieces on the subject that ran in the Nation  of 15 January, it 

was stated with confidence that Boucicault’s appeal would fall on ‘deaf ears and 

stony hearts’. The greatest ire was reserved, not for Disraeli or his government, but 

for the Duke of Cambridge, commander-in-chief of the British army:

a fat, comfortable person, who receives an enormous amount of public money 

for nominal services, is understood to be the chief opponent of their release, 

and those who know his habits expect no relenting from him.^^

It was this confirmed belief in the hopelessness of Boucicault’s cause that prompted 

the Nation  to suggest that he bring The Shaughraun to Dublin for a few nights and 

that the proceeds be donated to the families of the prisoners. Once a reply had been 

received from Boucicault, his proposed contribution and the prisoners’ plight was 

discussed in terms evoking an image of families in utter destitution:

It could not unlock the doors of the prisons in which the husbands and fathers 

were pining their lives away, but it could shut out the cold blast of destitution 

and the pale face of want from their wives and their children. And surely this 

would be a joy  to the captives! The knowledge that those dear ones would be 

saved from the pinch of hunger and the many other miseries that beset the 

helpless, the unprotected, and the indigent, would take much of the bitterness

Nation, 15 January 1876, p. 8.
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out of their own sufferings. It would lighten their toil by day, it would 

brighten their dreams by night.

Even though Boucicault declined the N ation’s invitation to visit Dublin, his proposal, 

made in a written response, that upon his return to America he would play in 

Cincinnati, Pittsburgh, St. Louis and Chicago, where he would ‘sing my Irish song 

and hold out my net’, did indeed sound generous, and sent the Nation into a further 

paroxysm of hyperbolic praise:

It will call forth blessings and prayers for the spirited, warm-hearted, and 

patriotic Irishman who has proffered so handsome and so welcome a gift to 

those sufferers for Ireland. It will win for the generous donor esteem from all 

good men, and add to the strong claims which he already possesses on the

57grateful regards of the whole Irish race.

It is unlikely that Boucicault ever considered going to Dublin with his play at that 

point in time, but in his refusal to the Nation  he took full liberty in promoting him self 

as a political activist and his play as a work of dangerous political subversion. His 

reference to the location of London’s Adelphi theatre as ‘midway between 

Clerkenwell prison and the House of Comm ons’ suggests that he purposefully chose 

a theatre that would link the site of the 1867 Fenian bombing and the seat of British 

government. Located on the Strand, the Adelphi was just on the fringe of the W est 

End, home to the majority of London theatres, which were all located somewhere in

Ibid.,  22 January 1876, p. 9.
”  Ibid.
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the geographic area between Clerkenwell and W estminster. W hile avoiding any 

specific claims, he hints that the risk of political agitation resulting from a 

performance of The Shaughraun in Dublin would be too great:

I cannot do so. To represent the work here in London, midway between 

Clerkenwell prison and the House of Commons, is one thing; to play it in 

Dublin is another. Here I am in the presence of a population declared to be 

adverse to the amnesty; there I should be in the presence of adherents. Here I 

am in the midst of assailants who ridicule me as much as they fear any direct 

appeal to the people', there I should feel in my native city before a jury packed

C O

in favour of the cause I plead.

The ink was scarcely dry on the first edition of the Nation when a second letter, dated 

two days later than the first, was received and published in the later edition. 

Boucicault was now offering to hold a benefit night in every English city of The 

Shaughraun’s provincial tour, but he does not say whether this was in place of the 

American performances or in addition to them. A cynic might suggest, if the former 

were the case, that the proceeds from the benefits would have amounted to a lot less 

money than Boucicault could have raised in America, and that he would not have 

suffered any personal financial loss as he was not undertaking the provincial tour 

himself. Additionally, the letter implied that Boucicault had organised the extensive 

tour as an act of consolation for the fact that he felt unable to bring The Shaughraun 

to Dublin. Boucicault was, of course, availing of poetic licence as the provincial tour

Ibid.
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was due to start in Edinburgh eight days later on 27 January and had been organised 

well in advance of his letter dated 19 January:

Therefore I have declined to produce the ‘Shaughraun’ in Ireland at present, 

where it might be an appeal to political passion, but it will be performed in 

Edinburgh, Glasgow, Liverpool, Manchester, Birmingham, Newcastle, and 

arrangements are being made with Hull, Shields, Sunderland, York, Sheffield, 

Huddersfield, Bradford, Rochdale, Leeds, Nottingham, Preston, Bristol, 

Plymouth, Exeter, Portsmouth, Brighton. Although I shall be absent in 

America, a condition has been made that in each city a performance shall be 

given ‘for the relief of the wives and children of the Irish political prisoners 

now about to enter their tenth year of convict labour in ja il’.̂ ^

Boucicault expressed his desire to ‘keep a plain and humane issue before the public 

eye’, and to this end he declared that: ‘This simple announcement must stand 

conspicuous in every advertisement in all the local newspapers. It will be posted on 

the walls of each city, be circulated by handbills, appear in every prominent place of 

public resort.’ By touring The Shaughraun to so many English cities and by 

undertaking to bombard the inhabitants of those cities with the Fenian plea, 

Boucicault was creating his own form of political mass communication. He may not 

be able to appear in person, but his political call to arms would still be heard. In 

creating his own publicity machine he thumbed his nose at the English press -  if it 

was not prepared to treat his appeal seriously, he would demonstrate that newspapers

Ibid., p. 12 (late edition).
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were not required as his ‘business is with their m aster -  the English people -  and I do 

it straight with that principal -  face to face’.*̂°

Boucicault did have ‘face to face’ contact with the English people but it was within 

the confines o f the theatre, so his com m ents are som ew hat ironic given that the 

English press gave him  so much coverage, even if  it was to deny his political voice. 

Even though he always exploited any opportunity to subm it well crafted, and usually 

self-serving, letters to the press, and m anipulated any opportunity  for self-publicity, 

Boucicault clearly resented the pow er w ielded by the London press, and was 

particularly scathing about the Pall M all Gazette and the World. As ever, Boucicault 

was w riting for his audience, and he adopts the role o f an ‘Irish beggar m an’ for the 

readers o f the N ation, who w ould have relished the authoritative m anner in which 

Boucicault criticised such an English establishm ent. Far from  being an ‘Irish 

beggarm an’, it was B oucicault’s very success in London, and beyond, that would 

have endeared his com m ents to the Nation  as he was som eone who com m anded 

attention on an international stage, and on issues beyond that o f Irish nationalism :

The English press resent this interference w ith their privilege, and ridicule the 

idea that public opinion can be affected, or public attention attracted, except 

through their patronage and influence.

I am an Irish beggarm an, that pushes his way past these liveried servants at 

the hall-door o f John Bull; and they regard this piece o f im pudence with 

indignation and astonishm ent. In truth, sir, I care very little for the big butler

Ibid.
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at Printinghousesquare, and the peeping scullions and lacqueys of the Pall 

Mall Gazette and the World^^

The Amnesty Association in Dublin published their thanks to Boucicault for ‘his 

courageous and disinterested advocacy of the release of the Irish political prisoners’, 

but the Cork committee of the Political Prisoners’ Families Fund, which was 

responsible for providing for the families, rejected Boucicault’s offer of fundraising 

on the basis that ‘the treasurers to the families fund have a sufficient sum on hands to 

meet the claims of all the families dependent on it for the next twelve months’. T h e  

highly embarrassed Nation felt compelled to defend itself, and a further debate 

ensued in its pages about funds for the prisoners and their families. It called on 

Boucicault not to withdraw his offer to which he agreed in a tone of weary dismay 

that seems genuine. His plea to Disraeli had been dismissed in England, and even in 

Ireland his actions were rejected by some, and the death of his eldest son, Willie, just 

two weeks earlier seems to have deflated his political will. All of the newspapers and 

periodicals with whom he had so recently done battle now published articles of 

sympathy and admiration. Boucicault’s final letter to the Nation, completely lacking 

in his usual self-aggrandisement, brought the debate to a close:

London, February 7th.

Dear Sir -  The patience and ardour shown by the Cork Committee in their 

unwearying support of the cause of the political prisoners entitle them to the

Ibid.
Ibid., 5 February 1876, p. 9.
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respect and gratitude of all good men; we may feel sure, therefore, their recent 

proceeding is thoughtful and prudent. If my offer tended to excite dissension 

or produce trouble amongst us, it would do more harm to Ireland than good to 

those it is intended to assist. No matter how or by whom good is done; so it is 

done. Let the funds to be collected be paid into a bank in Dublin to the trust 

of two American gentleman and two English gentlemen, there to accumulate, 

and bide the need of the families of the prisoners if required; if not, then to 

assist the poor fellows themselves when they are released; for God help them! 

their struggle to gain a livelihood might cause them to find this world outside 

a harder prison to endure than the one from which they will be liberated.

Yours faithfully, Dion Boucicault*"^

Provincial tour of The Shaughraun

Boucicault was true to his word, and the second last night of The Shaughraun in each 

city of the provincial tour was advertised as a benefit night for the playwright, 

although absent, ‘on which occasion he will devote his proceeds for the Benefit of 

the Irish political prisoners now about to suffer their tenth year in English and 

Australian jails’. A f t e r  playing in Edinburgh and Glasgow, The Shaughraun opened 

at the Royal Alexandra Theatre in Liverpool on 17 April 1876 where it ran for four 

weeks. Late that April, the Catalpa mission succeeded in rescuing six Fenian 

prisoners from an Australian jail.

Ibid.,  12 February 1876, p. 9.
^  [Liverpool] D aily  Post,  12 May 1876, p. 1.

An am nesty for Fenian prisoners continued to be a prominent issue during 1876. In the H ouse o f  
Com m ons on 22  M ay 1876, Disraeli delivered a lengthy reply to a query about whether the Queen 
would extend a Royal mercy to them. In denying the possibility, he comm ented: ‘That assent only
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The Shaughraun then ran at the Prince’s Theatre in Manchester for two weeks, and it 

might be expected that the play’s poHtics would be well received in these two cities 

given their large Irish populations. Liverpool’s leading daily newspaper, the Daily 

Post, reviewed the play very favourably. When referring to the ‘incidents connected 

with the recent production in the metropolis’, it did not comment directly on whether 

there were many Irish in the audience or whether audiences reacted to the Fenian 

scenes in the play, but implied indirectly that they did as the reception ‘would leave 

little doubt as to the popular desire concerning the matter in which the author has 

evinced such an enthusiasm ’. I n  keeping with its London counterparts, the Daily 

Post had already stated its belief that the stage should be kept free of politics, so it is 

not surprising that for it such a reception simply implied ‘appreciation of the author’s 

literary and dramatic skill, or the author’s histrionic ability, and have no covert 

signification, political or otherwise’. It further denied The Shaughraun any political 

intent or achievement by claiming that:

it is the fidelity and not the Fenianism, the courage the cause of friendship 

and not the exuberant patriotism, the sturdy honesty rather than the political 

plotting of Conn, The Shaughraun, which have won the sympathy of every 

English audience before whom he has appeared.... The drama will, no doubt,

proves that it may not be impossible that many o f those convicts in Western Australia are, in fact, 
enjoying a state o f  existence which their friends in this House are quite prepared to accept’ (The 
Times, 23 May 1876, p. 6). Disraeli was not at that point aware that six o f those convicts had escaped 
almost a month previously, and he would not be made aware o f the fact until 5 June. The Times (27 
June 1876, p. 9) was smugly amazed that the mission had remained a secret: ‘The only astonishing part 
o f the business seems to be that the information thus afforded did not reach us and the Australian 
authorities a year or two ago. The almost unprecedented event has occurred, we are told, o f a Fenian 
secret having been kept’. The gamble taken in America by Clan na Gael in 1874, as discussed in 
Chapter 4, had proved to be spectacularly successful.

Daily Post, 18 April 1876, p. 7.
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prove a success, as it deserves to do in Liverpool, apart from all those 

political considerations.

Reflecting the response of the London press to Robert Ffolliott, one Irishman took 

such offence at him being presented as a young Irish gentleman that he wrote to the 

editor of the Daily Post to point out ‘there were no Irish gentlemen among the band 

of miserable peace-disturbing ruffians called Fenians, none of whom had either 

property or good nam e’, while adding that no Fenians were ever exiled to Australia.*^^ 

This letter, and its rebuttal by another Irishman, formed the only debate in the 

Liverpool daily press about the matter.

On the day The Shaughraun opened in Manchester, Monday 15 May 1876, the 

M anchester Examiner and Times reported on a Fenian demonstration of about 1,000 

people that had just taken place upon the unveiling of a railing surrounding the 

tombstone of the M anchester Martyrs, the Fenians who had been hanged for the 

killing of a policeman in M anchester in September 1867. Given the political 

significance that Fenianism carried in Manchester, it is not surprising that the play 

attracted large Irish audiences in that city, who appear to have been drawn from all 

social classes. It was reported that in addition to the pit and gallery, meaning the 

cheapest seats, ‘the national element was strongly represented also in the stalls and 

circles’.̂ * According to the Era, this Irish audience included those who supported 

Home Rule and who had come to see the play specifically because of its political 

content, and who applauded the Fenian scenes particularly:

Ibid., 22  April 1876, p. 7.
M anchester Examiner and Times, 17 May 1876, p. 6.
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Although the reception of the piece was most enthusiastic, and those portions 

susceptible of a political significance were emphatically applauded by those 

whose Home Rule proclivities probably induced their attendance at the 

representation of this drama, there was nothing in the nature of a disturbance, 

or even of a divergence of sentiment.^^

The fact that the newspapers in each city printed an advertisement stating that the 

proceeds of the benefit night for Boucicault would be used to support the remaining 

prisoners, while pointing out that they were by then suffering their tenth year in 

English and Australian jails, kept the matter in the public domain, and was an act of 

political defiance in itself. Provincial audiences would have attended the benefit 

night anyway in order to see The Shaughraun, but Boucicault contrived events in 

such a manner as to make their very attendance at the theatre a political statement.

The touring production of The Shaughraun  finally made it to Dublin at the end of 

that year, when it ran at the Gaiety Theatre from 26 December until 10 February 

1877. This was a long run despite the fact that Dubliners felt it was ‘a pity it is 

produced in Dublin till Boucicault him self is here to sustain the title role’, which he 

eventually did in November 1881.’° It was ecstatically received by audiences, and the 

Irish Times noted that The Shaughraun  was the best Irish play of the century, with 

the exception of The Colleen Bawn which remained its perennial favourite. However, 

that newspaper expressed boredom at the political plot, and audience anticipation

Era, 21 May 1876, p. 6.
™ Freeman's Journal, 27 December 1876, p. 6
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revolved around Conn’s wake scene only, which had received some comment in the 

English press the previous year:

In theatrical circles considerable interest attached to the manner in which a 

Dublin public would receive the much talked-of W ake scene, but last night, 

owing partly perhaps to its having been very much anticipated, it passed off 

extremely well, and without a murmur of disappointment. The story runs on 

the same old theme -  Fenianism and Ire la n d /’

The Freem an’s Journal made absolutely no reference to politics, or to Boucicault’s 

campaign on behalf of the Fenian prisoners. The Daily Express made passing 

reference to the issue but only to note that the audience was ‘on the whole, orderly, 

and the allusions in the play to the release of the Fenians certainly did not elicit any 

more rapturous applause than they are reported to have elicited in London’. I t  

seems surprising that the Nation, having caused such a furore just eleven months 

earlier, only published a review of the play almost three weeks after it opened, and 

refers to the Fenian aspect of the plot only in passing.

A benefit night for the Fenian prisoners was not held in Dublin. However, one year 

on from its appeal to Boucicault, the Nation was keeping its readers informed of how 

the ‘Boucicault Fund’, presumably the money raised through the English benefits, 

was being used. In one of their regular reports on prison visits to England, it was 

recorded that a Sergeant M ’Carthy had received good news when:

Irish Times, 27 December 1876, p. 6.
Daily Express, 27 December 1876, p. 5.
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Dion Boucicault had written to him to tell him that an allowance of £50 a year 

had been settled on his wife out of the Boucicault Fund, and had added that 

the education of his son would be carried out according to his wish. M ’Carthy 

wished his wife not to get money from the Prisoners’ Family Fund as there 

was enough demands on that already

Boucicault was undoubtedly aware that M ’Carthy was one of the soldiers who was 

convicted on the basis of Talbot’s evidence, as mentioned in the Irish Times' report 

about the attack on Talbot in July 1871. Given the financial success of The 

Shaughraun, to which the popularity of the character of Harvey Duff contributed, it 

seems only fitting that Sergeant M ’Carthy benefited from the Boucicault Fund. The 

substance of another report concerning a prisoner named O ’Brien is in itself worthy 

of a place in one of Boucicault’s melodramas:

By a curious coincidence.. .that very day was the tenth anniversary of his 

betrayal to the authorities by one of his comrades in the regiment who had 

joined the Fenian Brotherhood only to denounce the Fenians. O ’Brien learned 

with great satisfaction that Dion Boucicault had undertaken to the education 

of his children.^'*

Nation, 20 January 1877, p. 3. 
Ibid., 30 December 1876, p. 6
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O ’Brien’s mother had travelled to England to visit him at Chatham prison. Granted a 

visit of only 20 minutes duration, it was reported that Mrs O ’Brien ‘was able to 

control her emotions in order not to add to the sufferings of her son’.

Conclusion

And when an announcement is made that her M ajesty’s pardon has been 

granted to all the political prisoners, why are these words greeted with hearty 

applause? May we answer: it is because the English people have begun to 

forgive the offence, and heartily desire to forget it! So I believed when I wrote 

this work with the deliberate intention to ask that question in plain language. 

And I have done so.^^

Boucicault claimed in his letter to the British Prime M inister that he wrote The 

Shaughraun with the deliberate intention of showing that the English people were 

ready to forgive the Fenians. However, based on all available evidence, that letter 

was actually the first time Boucicault publicly linked the play to the amnesty 

question. He raised the issue in a very public manner at a time when there were no 

more than twenty men remaining in prison, and public interest in them had dwindled. 

Disraeli, however, did not need a reminder about the Fenians as that organisation was 

kept prominent in W estminster debates by Irish Home Rule MPs.

W hile claiming to have written The Shaughraun in order to address the amnesty 

issue, Boucicault had not highlighted it in the information he had fed to New York
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critics or during the play’s run in that city. Additionally, his testimonial acceptance 

speech had been completely apolitical, focussing on the inclusiveness of American 

immigrant life rather than any aspect of Irish nationalist politics. Boucicault did not 

attempt to interpret the play for his London audience prior to its opening, nor did he 

signal the Fenian theme as particularly significant in terms of an amnesty. So while 

his claim for the centrality of the amnesty in the play’s composition is hard to accept, 

the accusations levelled at him of a mercenary motive ring hollow: The Shaughraun 

just did not need any free publicity. It cannot, however, be denied that the letter was 

to a large extent self-serving for the controversy resulted in a vast amount of 

publicity for Boucicault, which he used to great personal and political effect. The 

resulting political outcome is significant given that The Shaughraun  was considered 

by English critics and audiences to be politically inoffensive. The only occasions on 

which the play’s nationalist content provoked comment were in M anchester and 

Liverpool, and that was clearly a direct result of the letter controversy and not the 

play itself. One of the most important aspects of the debate that followed the letter’s 

publication is that the response of the London press throws light on why the Fenian 

theme and content of The Shaughraun was so acceptable to the English.

Some elements of the English press ascribed Boucicault’s actions to his desire to 

seek nomination for a parliamentary seat, and while this did not prove to be the case, 

it is clear that he took an active interest in Irish politics and mixed with Irish 

politicians while in L o n d o n . H e  was a friend of the Irish MP Justin McCarthy who, 

while not actually elected MP until 1879, was active in campaigning for Home Rule

Dion Boucicault, Daily Telegraph, 11 January 1876, p. 6.
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before becoming a member of the W estminster Home Rule Association when it was 

formed in 1877/^ According to McCarthy, Boucicault:

took great interest in the Irish National movement here and in America; and 

expressed a frank sympathy with the general action of the Irish Parliamentary 

Party. He came to see me several times in the House of Commons during 

some of our long struggles against this or that ministry; and I had many talks 

with him in the Old Conference Room on the right of the steps ascending 

from the cloak-room to the M embers’ entrance to the lobby/*

McCarthy was not Boucicault’s sole political associate: the Era reported that before 

his planned departure for America on 12 February 1876, the playwright was to be 

honoured at a banquet on 3 February, when he was to be ‘the guest of a number of 

Members of Parliament and gentlemen of high position in the City, where it will be 

given’/^  The fact that Boucicault wrote his letter at the end of a five-month stay in 

London suggests that he was politically influenced by the people he met there, and 

may well have been formally recruited to the Home Rule cause. He was certainly 

strongly associated with the Irish cause by the time The Shaughraun closed at the 

Adelphi. According to Fawkes, Chatterton had anticipated a seditious speech or 

demonstration against the government on the closing night as Boucicault had 

arranged for the theatre to be filled with his supporters. However, as events turned 

out, Boucicault was whisked away immediately after curtain as news had just come

B oucicault’s naturalisation as a U S citizen in 1873 might have precluded him from running for 
public o ffice  had he wanted to do so.

O xford D ic tion ary  o f  N ational B iography, w w w .oxforddnb.com  (accessed  13 January 2006).
Justin McCarthy, R em iniscences  (London: Chatto & W indus, 1899), volum e one, p. 423.

™ E ra, 23 January 1876, p. 10.
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through that Willie Boucicault had been killed in a train crash. According to 

Chatterton:

When the curtain rose, the house was crowded, the audience fervid and 

demonstrative. At the end of the first act, there was a double call, and a laurel 

wreath with green ribbons was cast at Boucicault’s feet. At the end of the 

second act he was called for again and again, and pelted with shamrocks.*'^

By the start of 1876 the Amnesty Association was in decline and the amnesty issue 

was monopolised by a group of Home Rule MPs. According to R. V. Comerford, the 

issue was no longer of great interest to the general public, but ‘it provided a party 

starved of achievement with the prospect of possible success’, and the government 

was repeatedly petitioned and challenged by motions in the House of Commons

Q 1

about the issue.

The Tim es’ editorials of early January 1876 certainly attest to the Home Rule party as 

one with little chance of achieving its aims: Ireland was then viewed as a country that 

should be satisfied with its social, fiscal and political lot as opposed to agitating for 

more autonomy. The paper’s Dublin correspondent reported of Ireland ‘that at no 

other period of her history did she appear more tranquil, more free from serious 

crime, more prosperous and contented’.*̂  It was reported that agriculture, the 

railways, and the banks were all thriving, and that drunkenness and a lack of

John Coleman, Players and Playwrights I Have Known (London, 1888), cited in Richard Fawkes, 
Dion Boucicault, A Biography (London; Quartet Books, 1979), p. 197.

R. V. Comerford, The Fenians in Context: Irish Politics and Society 1848-82  (Dublin: Wolfhound 
Press, 1985), p. 210.

The Times, 3 January 1876, p. 6.
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sanitation were ‘the two great blots upon the character of the Irish capital’. Political 

agitation was considered to have come to an end with the deaths of John Mitchel and 

John Martin, the former Young Irelanders, in 1875, and the Home Rulers were not 

considered a serious threat:

Home Rule still keeps a little cauldron simmering, but there is no fear that it 

will ever become formidable, for though there is no want of a Hecate to 

practise the old spells, they have lost their power over the people.

The Times derived satisfaction from the Dublin report but believed that Ireland was 

actually benefiting more than she deserved to: ‘it should be a matter of congratulation 

that Ireland has her full share of the general well-doing, and in some points even

83more than her share’. For The Times, it was not simply a matter of denying 

demands for Home Rule, as the mindset of the paper, and its readers, could not 

comprehend a country such as Ireland ruling itself -  Home Rule did not even make it 

on to the agenda for serious consideration. Where Boucicault argued in The 

Shaughraun for an Irish way of life that was different but equal to English life, The 

Times’ ambition for Ireland was the exact opposite: ‘it is England that rejoices to see 

in Ireland a growing likeness to herself’. Boucicault used Conn to make his case for 

the Irish people as inherently superior, but according to The Times, Ireland had come 

as far as it could given those national characteristics: ‘There is no denying, then, that 

Ireland is enjoying about as much prosperity as her people have the wit, the will and

Ibid., 4  January 1876, p. 9. 
Ibid., 20  January 1876, p. 9
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the self-command to make a good use of’. The Times denies Ireland even the 

justification to make an appeal for Home Rule by questioning Ireland’s version of her 

own history. It additionally refused to acknowledge the meaning inherent in the title 

of Home Ruler:

Here is our unfortunate sister island the victim, so we are told, of ages of 

oppression and what not. Of late years a good deal has been done with the 

honest intention of redressing the balance and repairing the supposed wrongs. 

At this moment it is hard to see what Ireland has to complain of, or in what 

respect the tastes of her people are not consulted at least quite as much as any 

local and provincial tastes in this island.... There is not a single demand made 

by the gentlemen banded together under the mysterious denomination of 

Home Rulers which has not its parallel in this island.*^

If Home Rulers in Westminster were denied even the right to petition Disraeli for the 

issue to which their very name attested, it can be seen how and why they could have 

used the amnesty issue to generate attention by disrupting parliamentary proceedings. 

Whether Boucicault’s intervention was directly prompted by the Westminster Home 

Rulers or not, his appeal to Disraeli proved to be a major contribution to their 

political campaign.

Striking parallels can be drawn between The Times’ attitude to Ireland and 

Boucicault’s treatment at the hands of the British press. Just as Ireland is regarded as

Ibid., 4 January 1876, p. 9 
“  Ibid.
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indulged by England, so is Boucicault. He is granted the freedom of the stage to say 

what he likes, as long as he says that which the English establishment wants to hear. 

The Times allows Boucicault his political references but only because they are 

contained within an entertaining play. Clement Scott at the Daily Telegraph indulges 

Boucicault in what he thinks are Boucicault’s historical inaccuracies for the same 

reason. The editorial response to Boucicault’s letter shows that he is indulged as a 

dramatist because he offers Victorian audiences an escape from the reality of their 

lives (and it is not insignificant that escape from oppression is a major theme of The 

Shaughraun). His fictional Irishmen fulfil English emotional and psychological needs 

by living their lives free from the repressive constraints of English society. Audiences 

can experience a wilder and less controlled form of life while sitting in the safety of a 

London theatre. According to the Daily Telegraph, it is the ‘generous indulgence for 

the foibles of their Irish fellow-countrymen and friends’ that permits cultural 

representations of a call for Irish nationalism. Such a beneficent approach is taken 

from a position of secure superiority where the notion of a self-ruling Ireland cannot 

be even conceived, let alone considered. Boucicault’s version of Irish revolt is 

indulged, and enjoyed, not because it dramatises a version of reality, but because it 

represents that which will, for English audiences, always remain unreal.

This attitude to Irish displays of cultural nationalism explains why Boucicault never 

suffered censorship of Arrah-na-Pogue or The Shaughraun. Shaun’s singing of ‘The 

W earing of the G reen’ could be so popular because it belonged to a fantasy world of 

an imagined Ireland: that it could pose a threat in the real world of English 

superiority was unimaginable. While it was more than acceptable for Boucicault to 

dramatise Fenianism, the British authorities were at the same time alert to any form
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of criticism of domestic politics or politicians on the stage, as was well demonstrated 

by the censorship of G ilbert’s The Happy Land. Clearly, contemporary political satire 

was treated as a direct and very real threat to the political status quo at Westminster. 

Of course, The Shaughraun and The Happy Land  were of differing genres, and Peter 

Brooks’ description of melodrama as partaking of the ‘dream w orld’ is certainly 

pertinent to the London reception of Boucicault’s play.*^ In contrast, G ilbert’s play 

marked the beginning of a period when burlesque took on a more openly political 

stance. That there was conflict at the heart of the debate about politics and the drama 

is clear. The Shaughraun was received by audiences in an apolitical manner. Yet, 

when Boucicault lent the play a specific political interpretation retrospectively, it was 

widely declared that politics had no place on the English stage. In order to rebut 

Boucicault’s claims for the politics of his play, the London press denied the drama 

any political influence, and declared that audiences were mere unthinking 

receptacles. However, the censorship of The Happy Land  clearly demonstrates that 

the British Government did not share this view.

While Boucicault escaped censorship on stage, he certainly did not escape censure 

off stage. He had received an ecstatic welcome back to London in his role as ‘guide 

through so many scenes of Irish romance’, and his audience had demonstrated that 

‘old friends are not forgotten in England’.*̂  The warmth of his reception was clearly 

evident from the theatrical columns of the London newspapers, yet the editorials of 

the same newspapers were highly critical of him following his letter to Disraeli. 

Boucicault, as Conn, was permitted to reach out from the stage to his English

Peter Brooks, The M elodramatic Imagination (New Haven and London: Yale University Press, 
1976), p. 41.
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audience and make a plea for Ireland in his dual identity of playwright and actor. But 

once he wielded his pen off stage and for purposes other than entertainment of the 

English, attempts were promptly made to discredit him and to deny him a voice. 

Boucicault was denied the right to petition his cause to Disraeli in the same manner 

that Irish MPs were denied a voice in the House of Commons.

In considering the images of the Irish prevalent in Victorian Britain, Roy Foster 

points out that not all Irish emigrants were working class. He describes how Irish 

professionals ‘colonised central areas of London metropolitan life’, including the arts

o q

and politics. Many of these were highly visible in English society, and in many 

cases were involved in some form of representation or interpretation of Ireland. 

Foster’s description of those Irish who ‘conquered’ England certainly fits Boucicault. 

While Boucicault conquered the English theatrical world, that his letter was 

considered so audacious suggests the inferior role in which the middle-class or 

professional Irish, including politicians, were still held by the English establishment 

in the 1870s. By treating him as such a social outsider and by confining him to the 

particular role of entertainer, they were condemning all the Irish to restricted and 

preordained places within the colonial and social hierarchy. Despite Boucicault’s 

international success, he was not treated as either a social or political equal, and he 

was denied the right to social and political commentary that was so readily granted to 

successful English writers and dramatists. In the dramatis personae of English 

society, Boucicault was clearly cast in the role of the Other.

Daily Telegraph, 6 September 1875, p. 3.
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Given that Irish Members of Parliament and someone as internationally famous as 

Boucicault were not taken seriously in England, it is understandable that the Nation 

was so in thrall to Boucicault as someone who could bring international attention to 

Irish affairs. In contrast to the enraged London response, Boucicault was lauded in 

Dublin for his appeal which was viewed as reasonable and timely, by differing 

sections of the national press. The fact that The Shaughraun did not provoke much 

reaction in Boucicault’s absence when it opened in Dublin in late 1876 demonstrates 

the power wielded by him in setting his own political agenda both on and off the 

stage. It testifies to the meaning he brought to his own work, not just as dramatist, but 

as direct interpreter.

The historical details of the fall-out from Boucicault’s letter to Disraeli examined in 

this chapter throw a new light on his nationalism and political motivation. It appears 

that the real process of his politicisation began during the London run of The 

Shaughraun, and particularly in the aftermath of his letter to Disraeli. It was the 

response of the entire rank of the English press, with whom he had often sparred over 

the years, that drove him to adopt the mantle of strident nationalist spokesman and 

activist. Had W illie Boucicault not been killed in that fatal train crash, his father’s 

campaign might have continued with a strengthened momentum, and he might well 

have generated additional publicity upon his return to New York. As it was, the 

Nation reported on 26 February 1876 that a deputation of influential Americans was 

to wait upon Disraeli and present a petition, signed by President Grant and his 

cabinet, requesting that her Majesty exercise clemency in the case of the Fenian

Fintan Cullen and R. F. Foster, C onquering England: Ireland  in V ictorian London  (London:
National Portrait G allery Publications, 2005), p. 12.
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prisoners. A prominent Home Rule Member of Parliament was to introduce the 

deputation. The British Prime Minister might have found it easy to dismiss the appeal 

of an Irish dramatist but may have found international pressure ultimately harder to 

ignore. Michael Davitt was first to be released, on ticket of leave from Dartmoor 

prison in late 1877, and by the end of 1878 all of the remaining prisoners had also 

been re le a se d .B o u c ic a u lt’s contribution to this state of affairs should not be 

underestimated.

*  M ichael Davitt founded the National Land League o f  Ireland in October 1879, and persuaded 
Charles Stewart Parnell to be its president.
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Chapter 6

The O’Dowd'. Supporting the Land League 

Introduction

When considering how Dion Boucicault successfully linked history and melodrama 

in The Colleen Bawn, Arrah-na-Pogue, and The Shaughraun, Stephen Watt writes 

that:

Although they were certainly devised to entertain, these plays and their Irish 

characters reflect his increased awareness of Irish history and contemporary 

political tensions... his nationalist sympathies grew in intensity, leading to his 

brief historical essay A Fireside Story o f  Ireland  and later to his tragic 

historical drama Robert Emmet}

This analysis of Boucicault’s body of later Irish work has been generally accepted. 

Elizabeth Butler Cullingford for example suggests that Robert Emmet, produced in 

Chicago in 1884, evolved from the sentiment and politics expressed in A Fireside 

Story o f  Ireland  as Boucicault ends that essay with an appropriation of Em m et’s last 

words from the dock, ‘I have done’.̂  Such interpretations of the development of both 

Boucicault’s nationalist politics and his body of work, however, are undermined by 

their failure to engage with two important issues: Boucicault’s highly polidcal play 

of 1880, The O ’Dowd, and the fact that he was essentially not the main author of 

Robert Emmet. A close study of Robert Emmet so clearly demonstrates Boucicault’s

' Stephen Watt, Joyce, O 'C asey, an d  the Irish P opu lar T heater  (Syracuse, NY: Syracuse U niversity  
Press, 1991), p. 56.
 ̂Elizabeth Butler C ullingford, Ireland's Others: E thnicity an d  G en der in Irish L iterature an d  P opu lar  

C ulture  (Cork: Cork U niversity Press, 2001), p. 34.
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limited contribution to the play that it is not in fact treated as his own work for the 

purpose of this thesis.^ The fact that The O ’Dowd is a rewrite of Daddy O ’Dowd, an 

1873 play considered above in Chapter 3, may partially explain the absence of 

critical commentary, although The O ’Dowd was published as a French’s Acting 

Edition {Daddy O ’Dowd is available only in manuscript). In his biography of 

Boucicault, Townsend Walsh briefly refers to Daddy O ’Dowd but makes no mention 

of a rewritten version."^ Robert Hogan, writing more than fifty years later, refers 

briefly only to The O ’Dowd, and apart from commenting on ‘a note of patriotism that 

seems genuine’, undertakes no analysis of the subject matter of the play.^ In his more 

recent biography, Richard Fawkes mentions The O ’Dowd in passing, and offers the 

tantalising piece of information that, ‘Audiences found his [Boucicault’s] views on 

Irish politics unacceptable, and the play lasted only just over a month’.̂  Given the 

existence of critical interest in the politics of Boucicault’s other Irish plays, the 

absence of commentary on The O ’Dowd is striking and can only point to a lack of 

knowledge about the play and its reception. In addressing that lacuna, this chapter 

treats The O ’Dowd as a virtually unknown work, and in doing so undertakes a 

relatively detailed plot analysis.

In the four years between closing The Shaughraun in London in January 1876 and 

returning there in 1880, Boucicault’s success had mainly depended on revivals of 

that play; American audiences could not see enough of him playing the role of Conn. 

He produced it in New York following his return there in July 1876, and early the 

following year he undertook the tour of the West Coast which had been previously

 ̂While Boucicault’s involvement with the play was significant, evidence in support o f his non
authorship o f the play is overwhelming: see Appendix 10.
* Townsend Walsh, The Career o f  Dion Boucicault (New York: The Dunlap Society, 1915), p. 121.
 ̂Robert Hogan, Dion Boucicault (New York: Twayne, 1969), p. 94.
 ̂Richard Fawkes, Dion Boucicault, A Biography (London: Quartet Books, 1979), p. 219.
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cancelled upon his son’s death. Late spring 1877 saw him back in New York, playing 

Conn at the Brooklyn Academy, and he finished the year with a six-week run in that 

role at the Grand Opera House. New dramatic success eluded him and unsuccessful 

plays produced during this period included Marriage, The D ead Secret, Clarissa 

Harlowe, Spell Bound, and Rescued. By October 1879 Boucicault was forced to take 

some time away from the stage due to illness. He wrote to a friend that: ‘I doubt 

whether I shall ever cross the ocean again. 1 am rusticating at W ashington for a 

month or two, having recovered some strength, and am waiting to know if my lease 

o f life is out, or is to be renewed for another term ’.̂  He was, however, back home in 

New York by January 1880, and back on stage at W allack’s at the beginning of 

February.

Boucicault’s return to New York had coincided with Charles Stewart Parnell’s 

arrival in that city to undertake a lecture tour and fund raising for the Land League 

and for the relief of distress in Ireland. Back in London, reports were carried of all 

Parnell’s speaking engagements and the sums of money raised. Boucicault clearly 

continued to contribute to Irish causes for The Times also reported that ‘Mr. Dion 

Boucicault sends $500 to the Nuns of Kenmare’, for distress relief.* The first of 

Parnell’s American lectures was delivered to a large audience at Madison Square 

Garden. Given his interest in all things Irish and the fact that Boucicault was 

acquainted with Parnell’s mother, it is possible that he was among that audience.

Those four intervening years had heralded a change in Irish politics. When 

Boucicault wrote his letter to Disraeli in 1876, The Times had reported of Ireland that

’ Letter to Squire Bancroft, quoted in Fawkes, D ion B oucicault, p. 214.
* The Tim es, 5 March 1880, p. 5.
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‘at no other period of her history did she appear more tranquil, more free from 

serious crime, more prosperous and contented’.̂  As we have seen in the last chapter, 

Irish political agitation was considered to have come to an end in 1875 with the 

deaths of John Mitchel and John Martin, and the Home Rulers were not considered a 

serious threat. The Fenian amnesty issue finally came to a complete close by the end 

of 1878 when the remaining prisoners were released. However, these events would 

prove to have far-reaching consequences for Irish politics, and, to a lesser extent, for 

Boucicault. Parnell, attempting to win his first seat in the House of Commons, failed 

to gain enough support to try for M itchel’s seat in Tipperary, but did succeed in 

winning M artin’s Meath seat in April 1875. Michael Davitt, released from prison in 

late 1877, founded the National Land League of Ireland in October 1879, and 

convinced Parnell to become its first president.

By 1880 starvation was looming once again in the West of Ireland following three 

poor harvests, and Parnell was urging tenant farmers to keep a firm grip on their 

homesteads and lands, and to pay according to the times. The Times’’ Dublin 

correspondent reported on the violence breaking out in the West and, just four years 

after its 1876 declaration of peace and prosperity, that paper could no longer express 

editorial complacency about the condition of Ireland:

To keep a firm grip of the land when the rent remains unpaid and the Courts

have decreed the dispossession of the defaulting tenants is not so simple as

Mr. Parnell would have it appear. Unfortunately, the peasantry of the W est of

’ Ibid., 3 January 1876, p. 6.
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Ireland are only too familiar with the idea of opposing to the stem demands 

of legality, not a tacit non possumus, but a violent resistance.'*^

Pamell left the United States and retumed home in late March 1880 in order to 

contest the election which had just been called for early April that would see sixty- 

one Home Rule MPs retum ed to Westminster, and Gladstone’s Liberals replace 

D israeli’s Conservatives in power. A few weeks later Boucicault arrived in London 

to an Irish political scene that looked very different to the one he had left in 1876 

when the remnants of Fenianism had still been on the political agenda. W hile there 

Boucicault rewrote Daddy O ’Dowd  as a direct response to the politics of Pamell and 

the Land League and as a far more politically topical play than even The 

Shaughraun. The differences between the two versions of the play demonstrates that 

the rewriting was undertaken with direct social and political intent. Given such 

precise political aims, it would appear that Boucicault was once again active in the 

Irish political scene while in London. The O ’Dowd  did not suffer any official 

censorship, but it received negative press reviews and Boucicault was ultimately 

forced to withdraw it from the London stage. The question of why the press reacted 

in such a manner will be considered here, particularly in light of the critical and 

popular success of The Shaughraun }\xst four years previously. Boucicault’s refusal 

to remove the political content demonstrates that The O ’Dowd  is his only play where 

political achievement was more important to him than effective stagecraft, and 

dramatic and financial success. At one level, therefore. The O ’Dowd  is Boucicault’s 

most important Irish play in terms of his own political development and the politics 

of dramatic reception.

The Times, 6 January 1880, p. 9.

285



Return to the London stage

Despite his avowal in 1876 that he was quitting the London stage for good, 

Boucicault returned to the Adelphi on 24 April 1880 in a revival of The Shaughraun. 

It ran for three months, a very long run considering Boucicault was then playing 

Conn at the age of 60. His appearance was central to the production’s success, and 

the crowds came to see him as much as the play: ‘eliminate him from the present 

cast’, reported The Times, ‘and it must be confessed that the performance would not 

be worth m uch’.”  A worn-out Boucicault then took a break from acting and replaced 

The Shaughraun with Forbidden Fruit, a play that had premiered in New York in 

October 1876 and which contained no part for him. Forbidden Fruit was followed by 

A Bridal Tour, which was actually his 1877 play Marriage retitled and which failed, 

just as it had done in New York. Boucicault returned to the Adelphi stage on 21 

October to star in The O ’Dowd, his new version of Daddy O ’Dowd, which had 

premiered in New York in 1873.

It is likely that Boucicault returned to the stage in order to generate success for his 

production as his name was required on the bill to attract audiences: he could no 

longer rely on his playwriting skills alone. Unable to physically sustain another long 

run of The Shaughraun, the role of Dennis O ’Dowd gave Boucicault the chance to 

play a leading, but less physically demanding, role in what was originally a three-act 

play. (The only other work in his repertoire that offered him such a role was the one- 

act play, Kerry, in which he played an elderly Irish butler but which would not have 

suited box-office requirements at that time.) While Boucicault had won acclaim in

" Ibid., 29  April 1880, p. 10.
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New York in 1873 for his portrayal of the elderly O ’Dowd, Daddy O ’Dowd  had not 

been a great success there. The play’s only revival appears to have been during 

Boucicault’s Californian tour in early 1874 when he performed it on the last night in 

each city he visited.

So, while Boucicault chose the role of the elderly O ’Dowd to suit his physical 

capabilities, he, more importantly, chose the play because it gave him the opportunity 

to make a political statement about Ireland from the London stage. He took the 

politically inoffensive three act Daddy O ’Dowd  and turned it into a highly politicised 

four-act play that was specifically aimed at an English audience. Fenianism had been 

used as a background to the action when writing The Shaughraun in 1874, but in 

1880 Boucicault rewrote Daddy O ’Dowd  specifically around the Irish land question. 

The development of the play from three to four acts indicates its complete 

restructuring. The new play was licensed by the Lord Chamberlain on 15 October as 

The O ’D owd -  unusually for Boucicault there was no subtitle -  and, importantly, it 

completely escaped the blue pencil of the censor, Edward Pigott.'^

The O ’Dowd -  Act 1

When rewriting Daddy O ’Dowd, Boucicault changed the setting of the first act to 

M ike’s rented bachelor rooms in the Temple, London. As in Daddy O ’Dowd, Mike 

O ’Dowd has come to London and has assumed the name Percy W alsingham.’  ̂ It is 

morning and an all-night card session is just coming to a close with Mike having

The O ’Dowd,  The Lord Chamberlain’s Plays, British Library Add. 53240 E. Register o f Lord 
Chamberlain Plays, 1877-1886, British Library Add. MS. 53706.

Mike/Percy will be referred to as Mike. In The O ’Dowd,  M ike’s father is called Dennis O ’Dowd, 
and will be referred to as such or as O ’Dowd.
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suffered great losses, much to the concern of his closest friend, now called Bertie 

Talboys, who thinks the other gentlemen are taking advantage of M ike’s wealth:

Percy: Bertie, you have taken away my brandy.

Talboys: Yes; you have had enough!

Ossidew: {aside to Talboys) Can’t you leave him alone?

Talboys: No! He has been playing since midnight, and is losing heavily.

Ossidew: Well, he can afford it! A few thousands more or less are no

great matter to him. Perhaps you want him all to yourself! 

Talboys: Exactly! with a few feathers left on him to fly with {goes up

and draws the curtains o f  window, letting in the daylight) 

Gentlemen, it is past eleven o ’clock.

Ossidew: By Jove! It is time for breakfast.''*

Boucicault changed M ike’s profession from barrister to poet, and imbued his life of 

deceit with more romance, thus implying that Mike didn’t set out deliberately to 

deceive. Boucicault was perhaps mindful of the New York reviews of Daddy 

O ’Dowd that found M ike’s actions to be morally reprehensible. Mike describes how 

he came to take the name Percy Walsingham:

It was there [Trinity College Dublin] I met young Percy W alsingham -  we 

roomed together -  he was my college chum, a poor, ailing fellow, whom I 

nursed during his last illness -  we were sincerely attached to each other, and

''' Dion Boucicault, The O ’D owd  (London: French, n.d.), act 1, pp. 2>-A. All further references to the 
play are to this text.
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it was by his bedside I wrote my first poems and signed them with his name. 

Thus I became known by it in London long before I arrived here.

{The O ’Dowd, act L P- 9)

Boucicault uses social comedy effectively in the London scenes to establish Mike, 

posing as Percy, as a popular Irish gentleman in English society:

All: No! You are not going to leave us?

Mul: Leave London in the middle of the season?

Ossi: Where you are knee-deep in a score of affairs of the heart?

Mul: We will get a round robin signed by a score of the most photographic

beauties. They shall issue out a ne exeat in the Court of High Life. 

This is treason!...Society has cast you for a leading part, and you dare 

to abscond?...

Mul: When Mr. Percy Walsingham appeared suddenly amongst us two

years ago, it was not by his wealth that he gained admission to our 

exclusive clubs, it was not the splendour of his life that raised him to a 

leading position in society -  it was his brilliant wit, sir, in his 

charming address, sir, that we recognised the pedigree of the 

thoroughbred.

All: Hear! hear!

Mul: The Irishman, sir, has an eye for a gentleman and an eye for a horse.

The nobleman of nature is a humbug, but the gentleman of race is

undeniable! We are sorry to lose you from the stud!

{The O ’Dowd, act 1, pp. 5-6)
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The roles of the money lenders, Leake and Chalker, are greatly expanded, and 

Boucicault initially uses them as a comic vehicle when they visit M ike in his rooms 

that morning:

You writes pottery [5 /c] and are pop’lar in newspapers -  that’s agin your 

character in the money market -  young gentlemen of fortin’ ain’t brought up 

to expose theirselves and families like that ‘ere! -  you’ve got to be a lord to 

stand it!

{The O ’Dowd, act 1, p. 8)

Mike manages to escape from his rooms, leaving the money lenders behind, just 

before the arrival of his fiancee, Kitty, and his father, Dennis O ’Dowd, from Ireland. 

In Daddy O ’Dowd, the old man did not encounter the money lenders in London and 

only met them close to the end of the second act which takes place in Ireland. In the 

earlier play, while O ’Dowd takes great pride in having acquired his own property, 

the land issue does not carry any political significance, apart from when Leake is 

attempting to gauge O ’D ow d’s financial worth:

Leake: Oh! I know that you Irish farmers are not to be judged by the

coat on your backs! You make a poor mouth for fear the 

landlord should raise the rent upon you.
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O ’Dowd: I’m my own landlord, sir. I wish every Irish farmer could say

the same.'^

In The O ’Dowd, Boucicault made this conversation much more significant by 

expanding it and moving it to early in the first act. It is interesting that Boucicault 

corrected the Irishism uttered by the English money lender, ‘a poor mouth’, for the 

London stage. Now, owning his own land is more than just a matter of pride for 

Dennis O ’Dowd: it means he can avoid the role of tenant farmer who is forced to 

hand over his produce as rent, and instead benefit directly from the fruits of his 

labour:

Leake: I know you Irish farmers are not to be judged by the coat on your 

backs. You make a poor show for fear the landlord should raise the 

rent on you. Eh?

O ’D: I’m my own landlord, sir. I wish every Irish farmer could say the

same....

Leake: Twenty thousand! -  and in land, too? Eh!

O’D: You would not think it to look at me!

Leake: I thought you Irish were so poor.

O ’D: So we are. God help us! -  poor as milch cows, whose milk goes to

market, and whose calves took [5/c] away.

Leake: But you are rich?

Dion Boucicault, Daddy O ’Dowd, act 2, p. 23. Printed manuscript corrected by Boucicault, and 
signed and dated Chicago, February 1873. Princeton University Library, TC023 Playbooks Collection, 
Box 13.
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O ’D: Because I was my own master, working wid all my heart for my own

flesh and blood, so I never measured my labour by the hour, but by 

my hopes. What I saw before me was a life -  and not a week’s wages.

{The O ’Dowd, act 1, pp. 13-14)

The O ’Dowd -  Act 2

The second act takes place at the riverside villa of Lady Rose Lawless, with whom 

Bertie Talboys is in love. Perhaps conscious of the criticism that The Shaughraun 

was now old-fashioned, Boucicault included some elements of a more modem drama 

when rewriting. Lady Rose is a New Woman, and, in place of the Oxford and 

Cambridge boat race of the earlier play, she is on the river coaching a ladies’ rowing 

team, at which news Bertie is dismayed. He is even more upset about her smoking 

and drinking:

Tal: Have the boats retumed yet?

Wil: Not yet, sir. Her ladyship is out in the wagerboat -  coaching the club.

Tal: Coaching a club!

Wil: Lady Rose and her crew of seven ladies form an eight-oar club that is

the pride of the river, sir.

Tal: Oh, lord!...

Enter Lady Rose, in jersey and boating dress.

Rose: Why did you not join us on the river?

Tal: (sulky) Because I did not care to watch you making an exhibition of

yourself.

Rose: .. .Wilcox, what have you got there? (goes to him, takes cup)
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Wil: Champagne-cup, my lady.

Rose: Just what I wanted! {takes the tankard) Bring me a cigarette; I am 

dying for a smoke.

Tal: Cigarette! Perhaps you would prefer a cigar?

Rose: Never tried -  but I will, (hands the tankard to Wilcox, who then exits)

I wish you would not expose me before my servants.

Tal: I wish you would not expose yourself before the world. Look at that

costume!

Rose: It is the uniform of our Atalanta Club. I am stroke of our Mayfair 

eight. Is it not chic?

Tal: Boating -  smoking -  drinking -  hunting -  chid  What next? You

profane your sex! Why were you not a man?’*”

{The O ’Dowd, act 2, pp. 16-17)

Bertie and Rose are interrupted by the arrival of Irish politics at Rose’s beautiful villa 

in the form of Colonel Muldoon, who is the Member of Parliament for the Irish 

borough of Bally-na-Cuish, which happens to be Mike’s home place. The O ’Dowd 

opened in October, only a few months after the April election which Boucicault so 

pointedly drew on, as illustrated by Muldoon’s situation: ‘My native borough, Bally- 

na-Cuish, has revolted. I expected to walk into the seat as usual, unopposed, but the 

agitators have started a rival candidate’ {The O ’Dowd, act 2, p. 20). Muldoon is

The O ’Dowd, in parts, resonates with aspects o f other works o f the period by younger and more 
modern writers. As a social comedy, it anticipates the plays o f  Oscar Wilde that followed on the 
London stage in the 1890s, while R ose’s unwomanly taste for smoking and drinking suggests Bernard 
Shaw’s 1894 protagonist V ivie Warren. Its issues o f wealth and class, and new world and old, 
anticipate the plot o f  a Henry James novel. The scenes between Bertie and Rose would not be out of 
place in a work about the woman question, such as George G issing’s 1893 novel. The O dd Women. 
The issue o f a woman paying a man’s debt unbeknownst to him was a central part o f  the plot o f 
Henrik Ibsen’s play, A D o ll’s House, which premiered in Copenhagen in 1879 (but did not receive its 
first unbowdlerized English performance until 1889).
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depicted as the absentee landlord who is enjoying the season in London while in 

Ireland the Land League plans to remove him from his political seat. In order to try 

and retain the borough, the Government has suggested to Muldoon that he stand 

aside and let Mike (as Percy Walsingham) stand instead. Muldoon had already 

telegraphed Percy’s acceptance address to the Bally-na-Cuish Liberator before trying 

to convince Mike to accept the nomination. It is pointed out to Mike that he could 

make great personal gain if he were elected, including a possible title. A political seat 

is regarded as a path to a great future with no reference being made to the actual 

politics or constituency involved. Rose’s casual interjection about tennis confirms 

their superficial and uninterested attitude towards the realities of representing an Irish 

borough:

Ossi: It is the first step to office.

Rose: You will be the leader of a party in the House.

D. F.: Here’s to the future Minister for Irish Affairs!...

Ossi: Have you measured the prospects you abandon?

Mul: There is a title dormant in the Walsingham family. Your services will

enable you to get it revived.

Ossi: You are mad -  to throw away such a future!

Rose: The tennis ground is ready. Shall we adjourn there?

{The O ’Dowd, act 2, pp. 20-21)

Mike’s situation is further complicated by the arrival of his father and Kitty, who 

have travelled to London in order to bring Mike home as he has also been nominated
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by the borough of Bally-na-Cuish to stand for election, and thus he finds himself the 

nominee of opposing political parties.

The O ’Dowd -  Act 3, Scene 1

In Daddy O ’D owd  the action moved from London to Bally-na-Cuish with relative 

smoothness. M ike said he was going home, Tom Greenough asked to go with him, 

and the second act opened on a quiet domestic scene in the O ’D owd’s kitchen. In 

The O ’D owd  the first Irish scene is a noisy, lively, and somewhat violent election 

hustings. Clearly Mike and Muldoon both decided to contest the election as they are 

now political opponents on the campaign trail. M ike’s London female friends and 

Bertie Talboys are on the raucous streets of Bally-na-Cuish campaigning for him, the 

Land League candidate, against Muldoon, the establishment candidate:

A street in Bally-na-Cuish; election bills all over the scene; hustings centre to 

wall. A crowd o f  men, women, and children. The houses are covered with 

placards: ‘Vote fo r  M uldoon,’ ‘O ’Dowd and O urselves,’ ‘Now or N ever,’ etc. 

Barney Toole, M at Morrisey, Sligo Dan lead the mob. Noise, music, uproar. 

Mrs Dudley Fowler at door o f house. Enter Lady Rose, fo llow ed by man and 

woman from  house.

Rose: Another vote gained, (to Mrs. Dudley Fowler) Book Terence

O ’Grady for the O ’Dowd. (Mrs. Dudley Fowler writes on note 

book)

Barney: If Terry had gone agin’ us w e’d have made a widdy of the

woman that owns him. {uproar)

{The O ’Dowd, act 3, scene I, p. 29.)
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The third act of The O ’Dowd is the only act, in either version of the play, that 

Boucicault broke into separate scenes, three in total. He had to do so to be able to 

feature the election scene in Bally-na-Cuish, then bring Leake and Chalker back into 

the action outside the O ’Dowd’s home at Suilamore, and, finally, to bring events to a 

climax inside the house, which has been upgraded from a farm in Daddy O ’Dowd to 

the grander sounding ‘Old Hall’.'^

Boucicault placed himself at the centre of the action as Dennis O’Dowd who is the 

agent of control and authority amidst all the lively activity. In contrast to London 

where he was an unknown outsider and source of amusement for his son’s friends, 

O ’Dowd is now on home territory. He is held in the highest esteem by the local 

community due to his position of wealthy landowner and for the hard-working 

manner in which he acquired his wealth. As the only person present with real 

authority, O ’Dowd controls the mob and chaperones the London ladies. Noticeably, 

his wife and niece, Kitty, do not take part in the canvassing but remain at home 

making preparations for Mike’s victory party. By the manner in which he supports 

authority while undermining it at the same time, Dennis O ’Dowd combines the roles 

of Conn and Father Dolan in The Shaughraun. As he banters with the troublemakers, 

who have agreed to behave, Muldoon’s entry requires the protection of six 

policemen:

O ’Dowd: Arrah, boys! would you spoil the proudest day of my life?

Sure, there is a score of beautiful English ladies come over

Boucicault borrowed the place name o f  Suilamore from The Shaughraun for the location o f the Old 
Hall in The O ’Dowd. The O’Dowd’s home was not given a precise location in D addy O ’Dowd.
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from London to see the savages they are tould we are. Who is 

it that wants to disgrace the county? I’ve got my eye on ye, 

Mat! Don’t be hidin’ that dirty face of your own in the crowd, 

and bad cess to ye!

O’Dowd: If I let yer stop here, will ye be peaceable?

Dan: We will.

Barney: Never fear, O ’Dowd.

Mat: We’ll be aisy.

O ’Dowd: You’ll promise me now if any other blackguard rises his arm

you will break his head? -  for I’ll have no violence, d’ye mind 

me?

All: Here comes an opponent! Oh! (murmurs in the crowd)

Enter six policemen, escorting Muldoon, Borromore, and Ossidew; band

following playing ‘Croppies Lie Down’.

All: Yah! ah! ah! Down wid the castle hack! Yah!

O ’Dowd: Aisy, boys! Ordther! Where’s your manners? Behave! {The

procession enters the house, policemen remain outside on 

guard)

O ’Dowd: (to Lady Rose) Don’t be afeard. They are as gentle and

tendher as young ducks, and would not harm a hair of your 

head!

(The O ’Dowd, act 3, scene 1, pp. 29-30)
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Boucicault left no doubt as to where Irish sympathies lay in the election, and the 

police guard required by Muldoon testifies to the lengths the Irish were prepared to 

go in order to secure victory for Mike. While O ’Dowd may have reassured Lady 

Rose about the crowd, a sense of threatening violence and intimidation pervades the 

scene.

Music is used to contribute to the overall hurly-burly, to build excitement for the

hustings, and to add to the air of simmering violence. When Muldoon appeared on

1 8stage for the hustings, his band played the air of ‘Croppies Lie D ow n’. For the 

already boisterous Irish crowd, this Ulster Protestant ballad commemorating the 

suppression of the 1798 rising would have been highly provocative:

We soldiers of Erin, so proud of the name.

Will raise upon Rebels and Frenchmen our fame;

W e’ll fight to the last in the honest old cause.

And guard our religion, our freedom, and laws;

W e’ll fight for our country, our king, and his crown.

And make all the traitors and croppies lie dow n.’^

When Mike enters, his band plays the air to ‘Garry O wen’, a lively tune that 

accompanies a well known Limerick drinking song that revels in violence:

The Croppies were those United Irishmen o f the 1798 rebellion who wore their hair cut very short 
as a sign o f sympathy with the French Revolution.

Georges Denis Zimmermann, Songs o f  Irish Rebellion: Irish Political Street Ballads and Rebel 
Songs, 1780-1900  (Dublin and Portland, OR: Four Courts Press, 2002), p. 307.
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We are the boys that take delight in 

Smashing the Limerick lamps when lighting,

Through the streets like sportsters fighting.

And tearing all before us.

W e’ll break windows, w e’ll break doors,

The watch knock down by threes and fours;

Then let the doctors work their cures.

And tinker up our bruises.

W e’ll beat the bailiffs, out of fun.

W e’ll make the mayor and sheriffs run:

We are the boys no man dares dun.

If he regards a whole skin.^^

In addition to threatening any form of authority with physical harm, ‘Garry Owen’ 

had close associations with America. It was reputed to be a favourite of General 

Custer who had heard it sung by his Irish troops, and it had become the official air of 

the US 7th Cavalry in 1867. Thus through his choice of music, Boucicault associates 

Muldoon with the Orange cause while Mike is linked to the victorious side in the 

American Civil War.

In order to quieten the situation, O ’Dowd instructs the band to play the lively dance 

air ‘The Rocky Road’, and the crowd gradually stops shouting, calms down and

James N. H ealy (ed.). B allads from  the Pubs o f  Ireland, Volume 2 (Cork and Dublin: M ercier Press, 
1993), p. 48, T he origins o f  ‘Garry O w en’ are unclear but it appears to have been first noted in the late 
eighteenth century. M any different versions o f  the lyrics exist.
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begins to dance. Tiirough O ’Dowd’s interpretation of events, Boucicault always 

presents the crowd as more lively and fun-loving than actually violent: ‘Only give 

them the tune they want and divil a ha’porth of harm is in them. They are only full of 

sport. Whoo! Aisy now! that will do. They are quiet and paceable (music ceases)’ 

{The O ’Dowd, act 3, scene 1, p. 31).

While calming the crowd in order to let the hustings commence, O ’Dowd cannot 

stop himself from heckling Muldoon as well, no doubt seeking revenge for his 

treatment in London. It is now M uldoon’s turn to be the outsider in a hostile 

environment. Knowing that he is unwelcome, Muldoon attempts to ingratiate himself 

with the crowd by addressing them as ‘My friends’, and by emphasising his family 

ties with the area and the fact that he too was bom there. However, everything 

Muldoon says is interpreted negatively by the crowd who depict him and his father 

as uninterested and harsh landlords. Muldoon claims that ‘the land of my birth’ is in 

trouble, and ‘My heart bleeds for my country’.^' However, despite this self-declared 

connection with Ireland, and his position as wealthy landowner, the problems facing

Ireland have nothing to do with him. It is his opinion, as he tells the crowd, that they

22are the result of ‘‘your  extravagant tendency to over-population’. Despite vocal 

opposition, Muldoon is determined to have his say:

Muldoon comes forward.

Mul: My friends -

Barney: Divil a friend you have here!

Dan: I ’d like to see the crown of one!

M y italics.
M y italics.
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Mul: Neighbours —

Barney: He is mighty neighbourly now he wants something.

Mul: I was bom amongst you. You all know my family.

Barney: W e do -  and you are disgrace to it!

O ’Dowd; Hear, hear! -  he is! Ordher! behave!

Mul: You knew my father well!

Barney: W e did -  on rint days!

Mul: Did he ever distress you for the dues?

O ’Dowd: No -  ’twas the Jews distressed him.

Mul: Did I ever turn out a tenant?

O ’Dowd: The mortgagees saved you the expense. Ordher, ye divils! -

chair! D on’t spile the speaker!

Mul: Ireland, the land of my birth, is in trouble. My heart bleeds for

my country!

Barney: That’s more than your pocket ever did.

Mul: The evil we have to contend with is your extravagant tendency

to over-population.

All women: No! no! Oh, the villain! D ’ye hear him? Throw him over! Give

me hoult of him! Hoo!

O ’Dowd: Aisy, my jewels! {to Muldoon) You have done it now!

Mul: I am not to be put down! I repeat it. There are too many

mouths here.

Barney: One too many! Shut your own!

Mul: {shouting) I say the country is unable to support us all.

Barney: Not when the likes of you is out of it.
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Mul: The mother is unable to nurse so many children. I will be

heard!

O ’Dowd: Divil a sowl is spakin’ barrin’ yerself.

Mul: I repeat it! Where was I? I have nothing to say against the rival

candidate. He is a gentleman. I have nothing to say —

O ’Dowd: Then say it. {cheers from  the mob. Muldoon tries to speak; the

band play ‘ St. Patrick was a Gentleman. ’ M uldoon subsides, 

unable to gain a further hearing.)

{The O ’Dowd, act 3, scene 1, pp. 31-32)

Muldoon is drowned out by cheers and by the band who strike up ‘St. Patrick was a 

Gentleman’. In selecting this tune, Boucicault was playing on the word ‘gentlem an’, 

and undoubtedly suggesting that Muldoon should be driven out of Bally-na-Cuish in 

the same manner that St. Patrick, according to the song, drove the vermin out of 

Ireland.

As Muldoon is shouted down, Mike is cheered as he comes forward to speak, and his 

speech works in direct opposition to M uldoon’s. Mike too addresses the crowd as 

‘My friends’, but he does not assume an authoritative tone, and he acknowledges that 

power lies with the voters. W here Muldoon failed, Mike succeeds in laying claim to 

his father’s heritage: ‘The only claim to your consideration I prefer, my only title to 

your notice, is that I am my father’s son.’ Given the life Mike led in London, and his 

change of name, Boucicault was clearly foregoing any attempt at credibility when 

composing this scene: ‘no office, no title, could raise the name which my father’s 

spotless life has bequeathed to me as an inheritance’. M ike’s debts ran to the value of
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all his father’s property, so, unbeknownst to O ’Dowd, all that could be left to M ike 

was the family name.

In contrast to Muldoon, the absentee landlord living a society life in London, Dennis 

O ’Dowd is held up by his son as an exemplary landowner. He knows the local 

com munity and has their respect because he is one of them. He experienced hardship 

and hard work in acquiring his wealth, and has not forgotten it. O ’Dowd may not be 

a gentleman by birth but he knows how to conduct him self towards others who are 

less fortunate: ‘His hand has never been closed to the poor, nor his heart to the 

suffering’. Such is the type of Irishman required for land ownership and management 

in Ireland.

Mike forcefully rebuts M uldoon’s argument about over-population by referring to 

Ireland’s already decreased population resulting from the famine years. While 

Boucicault avoids blaming England directly for past and present emigration resulting 

from famine, he does so indirectly by depicting America as a country where Irish 

labour was welcomed as essential to the economy, and as a society in which the Irish 

could fully participate as citizens;

Mike: My gallant opponent has told you Ireland cannot support her

population. Fifty years ago she supported over eight millions; now 

there are less than five -  and where did they go? And where shall we 

all have to go? Why to America, where they were changed on their 

arrival on that shore into thrifty, hard-working, invaluable citizens, the
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life-blood of American labour, a source of American wealth and 

prosperity!

Hurroo! hurroo!

A time there was ere Ireland’s griefs began,

When every rood of ground maintained its man;

But times are changed! And now a sordid trade 

Usurps the soil and banishes the spade.

The starving peasant leaves his cabin door 

And seeks with bleeding a heart a kinder shore 

Unhappy land! to hastening ills a prey,

Where few grow rich and multitudes decay!

So spoke the Irish prophet-bard a century ago.

{The O ’Dowd, act 3, scene 1, pp. 32-33)

The ‘Irish prophet-bard’ referred to by Mike is Oliver Goldsmith, and the verses with 

which Mike closes his speech are loosely based on Goldsmith’s poem, ‘The Deserted 

Village’. The first four lines are drawn directly from that poem, while the remaining 

four appear to be Boucicault’s own composition:

A time there was, ere England’s griefs began, (line 57)

When every rood of ground maintained its man; (line 58)

But times are altered; Trade’s unfeeling train (line 63)

Usurp the land and dispossess the swain;^^ (line 64)

Oliver Goldsmith, ‘The Deserted V illage’, in O liver Goldsmith, ed. Robert L. Mack (London: J. M. 
Dent, 1997), p. 52.

All:

Mike:
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‘The Deserted V illage’ was published to great popular acclaim in 1770, and in it 

Goldsmith rails against the displacement of rural villages as a result of the enclosure 

of common-lands and open fields in the early eighteenth century. He portrays the 

passing of an idyllic form of rural life, and the fate that awaits those displaced 

peasants com pelled to life in the city or to emigration. Boucicault undoubtedly used 

the poem due to its potent images of a countryside ruined and depopulated, and a 

community displaced, hence drawing direct parallels with contemporary Ireland.

By evoking Goldsmith, Boucicault would have won immediate recognition for 

M ike’s versifying. In rewriting line sixty three, Boucicault was implying that it was 

not the general progress of capitalism that was destroying Ireland (after all Ireland 

had not undergone an industrial revolution), but the particular actions of Irish 

landlords. ‘L and’ and ‘sw ain’ are replaced with ‘soil’ and ‘spade’, and these two 

words create an image of an Irish peasant who did not depend on the land to graze 

his livestock, as he did not own any, but who relied on the soil and the spade for 

producing his only food. Spade implies the digging of potatoes and subsistence 

farming. It also suggests paid labour, and emigration undertaken in order to find food 

from such labour. Boucicault’s own four lines paint an image of Ireland as bleak as 

G oldsm ith’s image of rural England. While the Irish leave home with great 

reluctance, they will find a better life abroad, but no hope is held out for Ireland’s 

future.

‘The Deserted Village’ may also have appealed to Boucicault because Oliver 

Goldsmith was Irish and, like Boucicault, found success, including playwriting, in

305



London. Additionally, like Goldsmith, Boucicault’s protagonist, Mike O ’Dowd, is a 

poet and a graduate of Trinity College Dublin. It is held by some that Auburn, the 

deserted village in question, was based on the Irish village of Lissoy, and thus the 

poem could offer further resonance for somebody considering the Irish land question. 

The poem creates a powerful image and sense of home. The narrator, despite all the 

places he had travelled, was drawn home to Auburn where he had hoped to spend the 

final years of his life: T still had hopes, my long vexations past,/ Here to return -  and 

die at home at last.’ "̂̂ Whatever experiences a person undergoes in life, the idea of 

returning home can offer renewal and a return to a younger, and perhaps, truer self. 

Mike tells Bertie that when he entered London life he ‘divested my breast of all its 

valuables. I left my heart at home in Ireland with one who takes care of all that is 

good and pure in my nature’. {The O ’Dowd, act 1, p. 7) He had to leave his potential 

for good in Ireland in order to take up a life in London. A simple and innocent image 

of home and family is contrasted with Mike’s life of deceit in London:

Ah, who will take my place at the fireside at home, and wipe away my 

mother’s tears, and join the old folks in their prayers for the absent boy? 

Farewell, dear old rooms! Scene of my illusions -  of my folly -  of my sin!

{The O'Dowd, act I, p. 10)

A strict sense of social hierarchy pervades the two dwelling places in London,

Mike’s rooms and Lady Rose’s villa, and they are not presented as homes. The Old 

Hall at Suilamore presents a more domesticated and homely scene: brown bread is 

being made, linen is being folded, a ham is being dressed, and turf is being loaded on

Ibid., p. 53.
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the fire. London manners do not matter here, and all the English ladies help out in the 

O’Dowd household, evidently to their great delight: Rose comments, ‘I am making 

myself at home. I am cook’ {The O ’Dowd, act 3, scene 3, p. 38). Ireland, in the 

broadest sense, is home.

Staging a boycott

Expanding the role of the debt collectors, Leake and Chalker, in The O ’Dowd, 

enabled Boucicault to dramatise an issue that emerged during the late summer and 

early autumn of 1880 as a very significant aspect of the Land League’s campaign of 

agitation -  the technique of non-violent intimidation which would become famous as 

‘boycotting’. Leake and Chalker’s first appearance in Ireland, at the start of the 

second scene of act three, follows immediately upon the tumultuous mob scene that 

attended Mike’s speech. Chalker senses the danger they are in due to the warrant of 

arrest they carry for Mike. When Leake reassures him that ‘the law will protect us’, 

Chalker knowingly retorts, ‘Yes -  but who will protect the law?’ Leake, excited at 

the prospect of claiming O ’Dowd’s property as his own, tells Chalker to ‘Look 

around you. I own this property’. Chalker replies insightfully that ‘If you stop here, 

this property will own you’, and in the course of events his prediction is proved 

correct. As Chalker declares that he would rather have ‘half a hacre [5 /c] in 

Bermondsey and a bellyful of London fog than the fee-simple of all Connemara’, the 

threatening sound of six rifle shots is heard in the distance, thus confirming his fears 

of violence {The O ’Dowd, act 3, scene 2, pp. 33-34).

The homely domestic setting at Suilamore that opened scene three is interrupted by 

the arrival of Leake and Chalker who are accompanied by a large police escort, but
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as described by Barney, the police are outnumbered: ‘the polis have surrounded the 

house, but our boys have surrounded the poHs’. This is confirmed by Muldoon who 

emphasises the serious threat to their Hves:

You thought the law would protect you? The polis are disarmed already -  

there’s five hundred of the boys outside in charge of them. You are mad to 

throw away your lives by coming here!

{The O ’Dowd, act 3, scene 3, p. 40)

Boucicault makes it quite clear that the police are unable to enforce the law, and that 

they are in fact completely powerless in the face of greater numbers of mobilised 

local men, who will resort to violence to protect their own if required. Again, it is 

only Dennis O ’Dowd who can exercise real authority: Tf there war [5 /c] five 

thousand round the house, their lives are safe undher my roof...Now, spake out, you 

are as safe as if you was in Dublin Castle’ (The O ’Dowd, act 3, scene 3, p. 40). By 

always portraying O ’Dowd as non-violent, Boucicault was actually promoting the 

policies of the Land League as at that time Parnell was issuing frequent warnings 

against the use of physical force while still promoting the doctrine of the boycott.

The opening of the final act shows the hardship endured by Leake and Chalker as a 

consequence of their eviction of O ’Dowd from his home and property. Their 

suffering is a direct result of the Land League’s policy of social excommunication as

The final (fourth) act o f  The O ’D ow d  differs from the final (third) act o f D addy O 'Dowd. The scene 
opens in Galway harbour. Kitty and M ike’s mother are selling fish. Leake and Chalker are suffering a 
boycott and nobody will sell them food. Dennis O ’Dowd remains insensible. Mike is believed dead 
after an incident with the Comanche Indians. Lady Rose arrives from London with news that Mike is 
alive but his whereabouts are unknown, and that he and Bertie Tallboys have made a fortune in 
America. Mike arrives and is not recognised by his father. The ship carrying Bertie and the joint 
fortune founders on rocks and is rescued by Mike. Dennis O ’Dowd makes a full recovery and is 
reunited with his son.
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the local people will have nothing to do with them. They will not farm the land or 

work for them, sell to them or speak to them. Leake, starved of food, attempts to buy 

some fish but is refused despite being the highest bidder, and even children begging 

will not accept his charity. Boucicault depicts a poor community which is prepared to 

endure further hardship in order to adhere to Land League policies:

Leake: Six shillings! I ’ll give you six shillings!

Sheila: If ye made it five pounds a fish I would not sell you the tail of one.

Bar: Bad luck and the curse of Crommel on yerself and your following!

There’s not a beggar in Galway would take a crust of bread from your 

hands.

Leake: I ’ll give yer seven and sixpence a creel -  eight shillings! ten!

Sheila: (to Mr Daly) Well, sir, I ’ll take your offer -  four and sixpence a creel 

all round....

Leake: They will neither buy from me, nor sell to me. The cabin doors are 

shut in my face as I go by. No man will work in my fields -  no girl 

will serve in my house. I read curses on every face.

Chalk: It is of no use. There is not a shop will take our money for a pound of 

meat or for a loaf of bread....

Leake: Oh, if I could sell Suilamore, and get out of the county, but there is a 

blight on the land. All I have is in the place -  and there I am in a 

prison, with every man and woman in the county as my gaoler.... The 

tenants have left their holdings; ruin and weeds are growing up and

309



choking the lands and house of Suilamore; no one dares to buy the 

place and I dare not leave it.

{The O ’Dowd, act 4, pp. 4 4 ^ 5 )

As in The Shaughraun, Suilamore is under a curse because it has passed out of the 

hands of its rightful owners. In the earlier play, Father Dolan warns Kinchela;

Oh! beware, Kinchela! When these lands were tom from Owen Roe O ’Neal in 

the old times, he laid his curse on the spoilers, for Suil-a-more was the dowry 

of his bride, Grace Ffolliott. Since then many a strange family have tried to 

hold possession of the place; but every year one of them would die -  the land 

seemed to swallow them up one by one.^*"

Boucicault dropped Daddy O ’Dowd'?, subtitle {Turn About is Fair Play) when 

rewriting, so like The Shaughraun, the title of The O ’Dowd  refers to the leading 

character, in both instances played by Boucicault. By giving Dennis O ’Dowd the title 

of ‘The O ’D ow d’, Boucicault was associating him with Gaelic clan chieftains such 

as The O ’Neill and The O ’Donnell (in Arrah-na-Pogue, Boucicault used the titles, 

The O ’Grady and The MacCoul). By using Suilamore in both plays, he was 

suggesting that Dennis O ’D ow d’s ancestral claim to his land is as ancient as that of 

‘Owen Roe O ’N eal’s’ in The Shaughraun. When Mike stands for election as a 

Member of Parliament, he is maintaining the ancestral link to the land but in the new 

and modem way.

Dion Boucicault, The Shaughraun, in David Krause (ed.), The Dolmen Boucicault (Dublin: Dolmen 
Press, 1964), act one, scene one, p. 181.
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In the final act of The O ’Dowd, the image of Suilamore going to ruin under English 

ownership, and the manner in which its owner feels trapped by fear, was highly 

political given the actual circumstances that were happening in Ireland at that time. 

The defeat by the Conservatives in the House of Lords in early August of the 

government’s Compensation for Disturbance Bill that would have provided 

compensation for evicted tenants in certain circumstances produced an upsurge of 

violence in Ireland. Riots at evictions became more frequent, and those men who 

took over farms from which tenants had been evicted were assaulted. Parnell first 

outlined the technique of social excommunication during a speech made in Ennis on 

19 September 1880, and F. S. L. Lyons describes this event as the launch of 

something that ‘quickly developed into a formidable threat to the government’s

97control of the country’. The most violent and shocking event of this period took 

place less than a week after Parnell’s speech when Lord Mountmorres was murdered 

in Galway on 25 September. Provoking outrage, it received extensive coverage in all 

of the London periodicals. The Illustrated London News carried many illustrations of 

all aspects of the murder, and declared of Ireland that ‘A kind of terrorism is abroad, 

threatening now, as it has done before, to cow the holders of landed property’. The 

short period of time between Parnell’s Ennis speech and the opening of The O ’Dowd 

on 21 October points to just how topical the play was. Boucicault’s expansion of the 

role of the debt collectors and the rewriting of this section of the play was clearly an 

immediate response to these events.

Published just three days before The O ’Dowd opened, Charles Boycott’s letter to The 

Times of 18 October outlined fully the threat of violence and the social exclusion that

F. S. L. L yons, C harles S tew art P arnell (Dublin: Gill & M acm illan, 2005 ), p. 128.
Illu stra ted  London N ew s, 9 October 1880, p. 346.
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he was suffering. Boycott reported how a process server and his police protection 

were outnumbered by a mob, just as it would be represented by Boucicault on the 

Adelphi stage later that week:

On the 22d of September a process-server, escorted by a police force of 17 

men, retreated on my house for protection, followed by a howling mob of 

people, who yelled and hooted at the members of my family. On the ensuing 

day, September 23, the people collected in crowds upon my farm, and some 

hundred or so came up to my house and ordered off, under threats of ulterior 

consequences, all my farm labourers, workmen, and stablemen, commanding

29them never to work for me again.

Unlike O ’Dowd, Boycott, who was land agent for Lord Erne’s estate in Mayo, could 

command no authority among the Irish, and he suffered the same social isolation as 

Leake. His letter detailed how his herdsman and blacksmith had quit work, how he 

received no post or telegrams, and how none of the shopkeepers would sell to him. 

Boycott’s ostracism was so complete that Orangemen from Ulster had to be brought 

in under armed guard to harvest his crops.

Boucicault’s political statement

The first advertisement for The O ’Dowd appeared in the London daily newspapers 

on Monday 4 October 1880, announcing that Boucicault’s ‘domestic drama’ would 

open the winter season at the Adelphi. The play was described as ‘An entirely new 

study of Irish life and character, designed to add another portrait to the dramatic

The Times, 18 October 1880, p. 6.
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gallery that contains Miles-na-Coppaleen [5 /c], Shaun the Post, Kerry, and The 

Shaughraun.’ '̂’ Such an advertisement would have generated anticipation of a play in 

the style of his three successful Irish melodramas, while the reference to the 

character of the old Irish butler, Kerry, suggested that Boucicault might play an older 

role rather than that of a youthful vagabond like Conn.

The box office opened on 7 October but advance bookings appear to have been poor. 

On 18 October, three days before opening, the play, and the fact that the Adelphi had 

been newly redecorated, were being heavily advertised. This was also the day, 

coinciding with the publication of Boycott’s letter to The Times, that Boucicault first 

directly addressed the English public in print about his forthcoming play. In the 

newspapers, including The Times, he took the advertising space directly above the 

advertisements for The O ’Dowd, and he also had his address displayed on advertising 

hoarding on the street and at railway stations:

To the Public —  in my dramatic pictures of life you have perceived a desire 

extending beyond the object of theatrical success, either as a dramatist or an 

actor. The ‘Colleen Bawn’, ‘Arrah-na-Pogue’, and ‘The Shaughraun’, were 

designed to afford you a better and closer acquaintance with the true nature 

and character of the Irish people -  and to encourage a kinder international 

feeling. Let me hope they have done gentle service in placing the Cinderella 

of the British family before her two more favoured sisters, in such a light that 

they have recognised how much purity, tenderness, and pathos lie under her 

rags, and how a certain native delicacy and wild courtesy make the Celtic

Daily Telegraph, 4 October 1880, p. 4.
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peasant appear to be a gentleman in the rough. The dramatic picture now 

presented to you under the title of ‘The O ’Dowd’ tends to remove the 

prejudice that we are a thriftless race of good-humoured paupers, vagrants to 

whom home in its holiest sense is unknown. The love of home is the strongest 

passion in the Celt; the place where he was bom, has lived, where his parents, 

relatives, friends, his children lie buried -  the horizon of his heart -  wretched 

as it may seem, is the frame of his life. Many lie down to die by the house 

side when expelled from its shelter -  others, exiled to America, turn back 

their faces daily, lovingly, towards their homes in Ireland, with more 

devotion than the Arab, at his prayers, turns to face to Mecca. In the question 

now agitating my country is this sentimental part of it taken into fair

' i  1

consideration? —  Dion Boucicault, Adelphi Theatre

In January 1876, Boucicault had used the London newspapers to make a public 

appeal to Disraeli about the Fenian prisoners based on the success of The 

Shaughraun. That he did so towards the end of the long run of that play only served 

to undermine the political interpretation that he was attempting to bring to his work 

retrospectively. Four years later he put his politics before the play, both literally and 

metaphorically, and this time he directed his appeal to the public, and not to the then 

Prime Minister, W. E. Gladstone. However, while addressed to the public, the 

message in Boucicault’s statement can be considered to be equally aimed at 

Gladstone and his recently elected Liberal government.

Ibid., 18 October 1880, p. 4.
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By placing his statement in the newspapers directly above the advertisements for The 

O ’Dowd, Boucicault was bringing a particular interpretation to the work before it 

even opened. By advising people of his interpretation of the work, he was attempting 

to turn their attendance at his play into a political act. By displaying it in outdoor 

public spaces, Boucicault gave the statement a meaning in its own right, independent 

of its association with The O ’Dowd, and thus extended its potential audience beyond 

interested theatre goers.

In the statement, Boucicault addresses his audience with familiarity, and as one that 

is familiar with his Irish melodramas, or ‘dramatic pictures of life’. By claiming that 

the English public has always ‘perceived a desire extending beyond the object of 

theatrical success’, he is implying that English audiences understand and approve of 

any social or political purpose in his work. Referring to the plays, an impoverished 

feminised Ireland is presented as a Cinderella. Less favoured than her British sisters, 

England and Scotland, poverty hides Ireland’s true beauty.

Boucicault starts by looking back at what he has achieved in terms of educating the 

English as to the true nature of Ireland and the Irish. He then moves from the past to 

the present and from the general to the particular by introducing The O ’Dowd, and 

his main point -  the subject and meaning of home. Boucicault’s emphasis on the 

importance of home for the Celt implies that the English perceive the Irish as too 

itinerant a race to value the notion of home and homeland. This is a direct connection 

to Mike O ’Dowd’s use of ‘The Deserted Village’ in his election speech, as in 

presenting home as the frame of life -  somewhere for successive generations to be 

bom, to live, and to die -  Boucicault is attempting to tap into the popular response
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generated by such a poem. If the English public can sympathise with an English 

peasant driven from his home by external forces, they can extend the same sympathy 

to an Irish peasant driven from his home by the British political system.

Boucicault is issuing a warning to the English, particularly Gladstone’s government, 

telling them in no uncertain terms that, ‘The love of home is the strongest passion in 

the Celt’, even stronger than religion. Some, who cannot live without home, will die 

if evicted, and the others, immigrants in America, will never forget home. There is an 

underlying suggestion that the devotion of those exiles is a force to be reckoned with, 

as it certainly was at the time as the Land League depended on both political and 

financial support from America.

The discussion of home immediately evokes the politics of the Land League, even 

though Boucicault did not actually mention politics until the last line. His references 

to eviction, death and exile are far from sentimental, but rather than present his plea 

as directly political, he appeals to the emotions of the English to see the human 

tragedy that lies beyond the politics. In The O ’Dowd, he will dramatise a true picture 

of Irish life, one that is normally hidden from the view of the English public.

Boucicault certainly published this statement in order to generate publicity about The 

O ’Dowd, but it was not necessarily to boost ticket sales as he ran the risk of negative 

publicity due to unrest in Ireland. Given that he had rewritten the play in response to 

the politics of the time, Boucicault wanted to highlight the play’s political message in 

advance so that there could be no risk that audiences could fail to see it and 

understand it.
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Reception: ‘This is too much!’

Londoners turned out in force for the opening night. UnHke his three eariier Irish 

plays, The O ’D ow d's  success resulted almost entirely from Boucicault’s performance

32which, according to the Era, took ‘the favour of the house by storm ’. The one 

subject on which all of the reviews concurred was the excellence of his performance,

33described as a ‘consummately artistic im personation’. Like The Shaughraun, the 

play took its name from its starring character, in both cases played by Boucicault. 

Dennis O ’Dowd can, in many ways, be considered to be an older and more sensible 

version of Conn the Shaughraun. As with his portrayal of Conn, Boucicault’s 

O ’Dowd was welcomed as a picture from real life, and a small part of it was real as 

Boucicault, at the age of sixty, was portraying an Irishman of similar years: ‘Never 

has the portraiture of an Irishman of this class and age been more artistically 

depicted. Every look and tone would seem to have been faithfully copied from a 

living m odel’.

W hile some criticism was levelled at the dramatic merits of the play, mainly 

regarding improbability of plot and lack of other good roles, it was considered by 

some that Boucicault had yet another hit on his hands that ‘will attract the town and 

com mand the warmest a d m i r a t i o n T h e  Illustrated London News declared that 

‘Everybody should go to see Mr Dion Boucicault’s sparkling drama in four acts’. 

Other periodicals, particularly The Times and the Pall Mall Gazette, offered qualified 

statements about the play’s potential success that acted as a direct warning to

Era, 24 October 1880, p. 8.
Illustrated London News, 30 October 1880, p. 423.
Daily Telegraph, 23 October 1880, p. 3.
Era, 24 October 1880, p. 8.
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Boucicault that his play would fail unless he removed the political content. Such 

comment upon the political content in the play was a prominent aspect of all the 

reviews but different periodicals reacted in different ways, and it must be considered 

that each periodical’s response was directly influenced by its own political 

persuasion.

The politics of the play had little impact on the Illustrated London News, Liberal in 

general tone but politically neutral, whose drama critic, it would seem, had not read 

Boucicault’s political statement. Dennis O ’Dowd was found to be:

neither a “spalpeen” nor a “gossoon” -  neither a W hite Boy, a Peep o ’Day 

Boy, a Thresher, a Defender, a Rapparee, a Fenian, nor a member of the 

Ribbon Society; although from his undisguised expressions of opinion 

respecting fixity of tenure and the farmer’s right to the fee simple of the soil 

which he cultivates, he might be an active member of the Irish Land 

League.

This observation seems to be stating the obvious while simultaneously missing the 

point. In saying that Dennis O ’Dowd might be a member of the Land League for his 

rhetoric, the point seems to be missed that O ’Dowd actually is a supporter of the 

Land League. However, O ’D ow d’s comments on land issues did not provoke censure 

from the paper, and his character was very well received. More concern is expressed 

about Boucicault’s ethics than his politics due to the play’s attempt to win audience 

support for the fraudulent Mike, while holding up to ‘obloquy and execration the

Illustrated London News, 30 October 1880, p. 423.
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unhappy money-lender’. To consider that Boucicault lacked the ability to 

discriminate between right and wrong because Mike O ’Dowd was a fraud and 

Romsey Leake was only doing his job seems to be somewhat missing the main thrust 

of the drama. The only comment about the hustings scene, made in parentheses, 

suggests that the scene serves no dramatic function, and only proved to be an irritant 

for the audience by interrupting the drama: ‘[the contested election] which is dragged 

by the head and shoulders into the piece, hinders its action, and, on the first night of

37performance, exasperated the audience by its tedious and tasteless verbiage.’

Ever a staunch supporter of Boucicault, the politically middle-of-the-road Era raved 

about his performance, while reserving its criticism for his playwriting: ‘Probability 

is very violently outraged in almost every act until at last even a long-suffering

T O

admirer of the author is compelled to cry from the gallery -  “This is too much!”’

The critic was, however, at one with the crowded audience which was prepared to 

welcome Boucicault with the enthusiasm of old, and to forgive present shortcomings 

on account of past successes. But in what was a balanced and respectful review 

overall, his forbearance was sorely tested by Boucicault’s politics:

Mr Boucicault, who, to use a somewhat vulgar but expressive phrase, ‘knows 

his way about,’ preceded the production of his play by a marvellous 

manifesto conceming the suffering sons and daughters of Erin, and it will be 

found that his work bears, in one act at least, a very strong political flavour, 

designed, doubtless, to provoke discussion, and to advance the success of The 

O ’Dowd, if not to redress the wrongs of ‘old Ireland.’ We have been told that

”  Ibid .
Era, 24 October 1880, p. 8
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one of Mr Boucicault’s chief objects in writing this piece was the promotion 

of a kindly international feeling. If this be so, then our only com m ent shall be 

that, in this instance, M r Boucicault has shown himself an adept in the art of 

‘how not to do it,’ for the playgoer, who with his play must now take his 

politics, will find him self compelled to listen to the most violent 

denunciations of the ‘carcase butchers’ who have brought, or who are said to 

have brought, ruin upon Ireland and driven her children from her shores. But 

enough, M r Boucicault knows his ‘little gam e,’ and we shall allow him to 

play it without our assistance.

Clearly sceptical about Boucicault’s political motivation and his portrayal of the Irish 

as a suffering people, the Era's  critic clearly would have preferred if the politics 

were omitted from the play. He refuses to engage with the issue, but at the same time 

needs to vent his frustration before quickly returning to the more im portant subject of 

the dramatic merit of the rest of the play. Believing that the stage is not the place for 

politics, it therefore seems to be held that dramatic reviews are not the place for 

political analysis. Given this outburst, it would seem strange that no qualifying 

remarks are made with regard to the future success of the play, and there is certainly 

no suggestion made that the offending action should be removed. Instead, the focus 

is on Boucicault’s performance which ‘provoked a storm of enthusiasm which it was 

good to hear.’

The staunchly Liberal Daily Telegraph ran a short review of The O ’D ow d  on the 

morning after the play opened, and a longer review the following day. It is noted that 

the two occasions during the play that resulted only in ‘slight expressions of
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discontent’ were a ‘political harangue and a scriptural quotation’. Both the political 

and religious content were considered to be out of place on the stage, and not 

essential to the purpose of the dramatist ‘who avowedly professes to have made his

39chief object in writing this piece the promotion of a kindly international feeling.’ 

Boucicault’s statement clearly had provoked expectations as it was noted that ‘the 

political element is certainly not so conspicuous as was generally anticipated.’'̂ ^

The Telegraph's critic of the day, Clement Scott, clearly had Boucicault’s statement 

in front of him as he penned his review, as he quotes directly from it. He takes the 

statement into consideration when reviewing the play, and, in contrast to The Times 

and the Pall M all Gazette, he engages with and demonstrates a reasoned response to 

the political material. He professes to lend a willing ear to Boucicault’s claim that in 

writing the play he was mainly motivated by:

a desire to show that the love of home was the strongest passion in the Celt, 

and that an Irishman’s devoted attachment to the place where he was bom 

should be prominently remembered when national peculiarities are 

considered."^'

However, Scott finds it strange that given such a claim Boucicault should turn to a 

French play for inspiration as, for him, authenticity of representation is central to the 

drama.”*̂  For him, the fact that The O ’D owd  is not original or not even from an Irish

D aily  Telegraph , 22 October 1880, p. 3.
Ibid.
Ibid., 23 October 1880, p. 3.
All o f  the review s explain that the plot o f  The O ’D ow d  is actually taken from a French work called  

Les C roch ets du P ere  M artin , w hich had been adapted for the English stage by John Oxenford as The 
P o r te r ’s K not in the 1850s.
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source undermines Boucicault’s attempt at a national portrayal of Ireland. But Scott 

is responding first and foremost as a drama critic and not as a political commentator, 

and he makes his criticism on the basis of dramatic merit only. When considering the 

hustings scene, he felt Boucicault could have enlivened it had he referred to a set- 

piece called ‘The Humours of an Irish election’.'*̂  Scott’s reference to the ‘Deserted 

Village’ indicates that the poem did have a potentially emotive effect but, as it was, 

the audience became;

sympathetically exhilarated by even the shortest of Irish jigs, and refused to 

be stirred into demonstrations by the longest Hibernian oratorical discourses, 

even when embellished with a liberal quotation from Goldsmith’s ‘Deserted 

Village’.

For Scott, M ike’s speech does not work because it fails to entertain or provoke a 

dramatic response from the audience. Had the election scene been conveyed in a 

more humorous manner (perhaps as a narrative similar to Conn’s story of Squire 

Foley’s horse), it probably would have been dramatically acceptable. As it was, Scott 

ended his review by suggesting to the management at the Adelphi that ‘people in 

search of amusement prefer to leave the din of politics behind them ’.

Where the Daily Telegraph offers polite advice to the Gatti brothers, managers at the 

Adelphi, The Times and Pall Mall Gazette both open and close their reviews with 

strong statements aimed at the playwright, with a generally warm, if qualified, 

reception to the play sandwiched between. The Pall Mall Gazette considered The

According to Clement Scott, Charles Mathews used to deliver this set piece at his ‘at hom e’ 
entertainments at the old Adelphi.

Daily Telegraph, 23 October 1880, p. 3.
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O ’D owd  to have been written to a distinct political end, and its review opens with 

both a criticism and a warning:

As a drama Mr. Boucicault’s new play, The O ’Dowd, is aggressive; as a 

political essay it is inconclusive. A long lease of life has never yet been 

accorded to a drama written to serve a political purpose or to make capital out 

of political com plications....W ith less discretion than he usually shows, Mr. 

Boucicault has plunged into the troubled waters of Irish politics, and has 

found stronger than he expected their power to buffet. If he escape with no 

worse loss than the burden with which he foolishly encumbered himself he 

will have no reason to complain.*^^

W hat the Pall Mall Gazette found most remarkable about The O ’D owd  was that the 

political scenes, in its opinion, were superfluous, having nothing to do with the plot, 

and thus they took away from the play’s naturalness as they ‘prove nothing and do 

nothing except create a hubbub in the audience’, and they were as ‘much of an 

excrescence as of a mistake.’ This point is reinforced at the conclusion of the review, 

and it is emphasised that the play’s success depends on the removal of the offending 

scenes which are now, in a final flourish, dismissed as unartful:

The O ’D o w d is well mounted. Its future prospects depend upon the extent to 

which the author can profit by the experience of the first night’s 

representation. Neither for the local colour they supply nor for the bustle they 

introduce into the action, are the electioneering scenes worthy of a place in

P all M all G azette, 25  October 1880, p. 10. The P all M all G azette  supported the C onservatives until 
John M orley, a staunch supporter o f  Gladstone and Irish H om e Rule, becam e editor in m id -1880.
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the play. Apart from their exasperating influence upon the public, they are a 

blemish in art."̂ ^

The Times, newspaper of the Conservative establishment, is the strongest in its 

criticism of Boucicault. Reading more like an editorial than a theatre review. The 

O ’Dowd  does not even get mentioned until almost half way through. Up until then, 

the review maintains a strong and consistent attack on the playwright. It starts by 

dismissing his political statement, or ‘national rodomontades’, as something 

Boucicault finds amusing to write, and something they find equally amusing to read, 

with both parties acknowledging that ‘theatrical manifestoes’ are not to be taken 

seriously. While appearing to indulge Boucicault in this regard, a clear line is drawn 

between writing the statement and writing the play. It was in The O ’Dowd  that 

Boucicault really ‘committed a grave mistake’ as ‘politics form a dangerous subject 

for the dram atist’."*̂  This is a complete reversal of the press’s reaction to Boucicault 

following his letter to Disraeli when the political content of The Shaughraun  was 

tolerated but not his political appeal. It would appear that, as in G ilbert’s The Happy 

Land, the politics of The O ’Dowd  were too suggestive of contemporary politics. 

While there was a time, according to The Times, when politics could win some 

popularity for an indifferent play, that time is now long past, and Boucicault’s 

absence from the London stage is likened to Rip Van W inkle’s slumber in the 

Catskill M ountains (the topic of one of Boucicault’s earlier plays). There is a wide 

gulf between Boucicault’s first ideal Irishman and the present day, a gulf the English 

public has crossed unbeknownst to the playwright. They have been able to cross the 

gulf because newspapers are now written for Boucicault’s ‘favourites of the pit and

Pall Mall Gazette, 25 October 1880, p. 11.
The Times, 23 October 1880, p. 8.
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gallery’, and such theatre goers can read and discover the truth about Ireland for 

themselves. Referring to Boucicault’s statement, it is sarcastically pointed out that 

people now know just as much, if not more, about the ‘native delicacy and wild 

courtesy of the Celtic peasant’ as Boucicault. The implication is that Boucicault’s 

work has traditionally mainly appealed to the uneducated lower classes, who, once 

literate, will not be taken in by his false images of Ireland. These claims are 

somewhat exaggerated given that it was only four years since The Shaughraun had 

enjoyed phenomenal success in England, and only three months since its successful 

revival at the Adelphi, a revival that had been well received by The Times. This short 

period hardly represents time enough for a major change in literacy or publishing 

patterns.

If the English now know the real Ireland, or the Ireland as depicted in English 

periodicals, it is wrong for Boucicault ‘to insist upon our admiring a picture which a 

glance at any daily paper shows us is false alike in drawing and colour’. Despite its 

claim that Boucicault’s work is false, the real problem for The Times is that some of 

what Boucicault was showing on stage was actually true to real life, and could be 

seen to be so in the London newspapers on a daily basis, as events in Ireland were 

covered regularly in most periodicals all through the autumn of 1880. The Illustrated  

London News regularly carried illustrations about violence in Ireland, not least at that 

time those about Lord Mountmorres. In September, it illustrated a group of 

policemen under attack while trying to disperse a large group of men. Another sketch 

showed a small group of men waiting to ambush a lone policeman. Mayo farmers 

were shown undertaking their work accompanied by policemen, Irish peasants were 

shown obtaining food relief, and portraits of all the key Land Leaguers were carried.
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On the same day as The Times reviewed The O ’Dowd, the government announced 

that the leaders of the Land League would be prosecuted for their activities. It is thus 

perhaps not surprising that The Times felt compelled to dismiss the politics of The 

O ’Dowd as ‘emanations of [Boucicault’s] fancy’, and refused, as did all the other 

reviews, to engage with them. The strength of The Times’ repeated dismissal 

suggests that The O ’Dowd did actually have the potential to cause political agitation. 

Trouble in Ireland was one thing, but anything that might potentially cause trouble in 

London was not to be tolerated:

it was unwise, we repeat, to fashion them into a mouthpiece for the serious 

utterance of moral and didactic platitudes which, from a theatrical point of 

view, were tiresome, and from any other ridiculous. In the circumstances of 

the time it was even something more than unwise: Ireland and the Irish form 

scarcely now a fit subject for theatrical gasconading.

Following a somewhat begrudging review of the play, a lighter tone is adopted to 

offer Boucicault some closing advice:

It is not likely that The O ’Dowd will ever rival the popularity of its early 

predecessors....But if Mr. Boucicault will take the advice that was pressed 

upon him from many quarters of the house on the first night, and suppress 

entirely all his views on political, economical, and social reform, which 

would be doubtless most valuable in their proper place, we can see no 

particular reason why the piece should not play its part well enough.

Ibid.
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It is suggested that Boucicault need not change his political statement as it has 

already been shown that it is not taken seriously anyway. The Times clearly sees no 

threat in Boucicault paying to advertise his political statement in public spaces, yet it 

fears the paying audience that The O ’Dowd  may attract. Given the times, it is 

possible that some people may go only because of the politics, and such an audience 

could pose a threat to social order, particularly in light of Parnell’s popularity among 

the Irish, and his looming arrest.

The full-page illustrations in Punch in late October and early November, coinciding 

with the run of The O ’Dowd, emphasised the violent and seditious nature of the 

agitation in Ireland. In the issue of 6 November, which carried a full-page review of 

the play under the title "The O ’Dowd  at the O ’D olphi’, the cartoon, ‘The Irish Guy 

Faw kes’, showed a bearded Irishman (presumably Parnell) beside barrels of 

gunpowder labelled ‘rebellion’, ‘sedition’, and ‘anarchy’. In typical Punch style, the 

satirical review of The O ’Dowd  deals mainly with the plot and its absurdities, and in 

so doing only raises the politics in terms of parliamentary humour."^^ Additionally, as 

demonstrated by its title, the review lampoons the Irishness of the play.

It must be acknowledged that Boucicault was not the only Irishman whose political 

opinions were regarded with scepticism -  it appears to have been the case with 

anybody who attempted to portray an image of Ireland that was at odds with the 

views of the English establishment. The third and fourth volume of Justin 

M cCarthy’s book A History o f  Our Times had just been published when The O ’Dowd

Punch, 6 November 1880, p. 211. Copy attached as Appendix II.
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opened. While acknowledging McCarthy as a moderate Home Ruler and as a ‘calm, 

temperate, unimpassioned writer’, the Illustrated London News still dismisses his 

arguments on the basis of race:

We believe that great exaggeration has prevailed in representing the bulk of 

the Irish population as hostile to their connection with Great Britain: and this 

is a point on which we are not inclined to accept the testimony of any 

professional Irish politicians, however personally respectable they may be.

All Irish expressions of sentiment, whether agreeable or obnoxious, must be 

taken with a discount of about seventy per cent, due to the vehement and 

imaginative temperament of that people.

Such condescension that was meted out to both Boucicault and McCarthy was rooted 

in the issue of race. It would appear that the opinions of all Irishmen, including 

elected representatives, were to be discounted in the main. Only the English 

representation of the condition of Ireland could be regarded as true and accurate: the 

Irish were too emotional a race to hold or voice fully rational opinions. Unable to 

secure time to discuss Irish affairs in the House of Commons, the Home Rulers had 

attacked such entrenched Establishment ideology by adopting the technique of 

obstruction. It is not surprising that this practice was strongly condemned in the 

review of M cCarthy’s book. By the time Boucicault dramatised contemporary Irish 

politics on the stage of the Adelphi, just down the road in W estminster, Parnell and 

the other Home Rulers were causing parliamentary mayhem with their, by now, 

highly polished techniques.

Illustrated London News. 30 October 1880, p. 427.
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Withdrawal

From the point of view of poHtical agitation, Boucicault could not have picked a 

better (or worse) week to open The O ’Dowd. On 23 October, two days after the play 

opened, legal action against the Land League was announced. The first step in this 

process occurred on 26 October when Timothy Michael Healy was arrested in Cork. 

A week later, on 2 November, the first formal steps were taken in the indictment of 

fourteen members of the League, five of whom were Members of Parliament:

Pamell, John Dillon, Joseph Biggar, T. D. Sullivan, and Thomas Sexton. The London 

newspapers ran daily reports on the political situation, and on the increasing agrarian 

violence, or agrarian terrorism as The Times now referred to it. Letters to The Times 

from English landlords who had suffered intimidation and violence supported these 

reports. A second letter from Charles Boycott, published on 5 November and 

outlining his recent experience in Ballinrobe, portrays an Ireland where the 

authorities have little or no control:

Having transacted my business in the town, I proceeded towards the infantry 

barracks, when I was suddenly surrounded by a yelling, hooting mob of fully 

500 persons. Had it not been for the prompt manner in which the 

constabulary on hearing the noise forced their way through the crowd, and 

closed round me, I should infallibly have been tom in pieces by the infuriated 

m ob.... A requisition was sent from the resident magistrate to the officer in 

command of the 76th for 30 men, and it was not until they arrived at the 

constabulary barracks, where they were actually forced to fix bayonets to 

assist the 28 police, that my man was able to bring my dog-cart...., and my
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cart, which I had sent to the town for necessaries for my house, was ordered 

off the pubHc streets, and the shop-keepers refused to execute my orders.^'

Set against this mounting poHtical tension, it is not difficult to see why The Times 

considered Boucicault’s dramatisation of Irish politics as ‘something more than 

unwise’. But Boucicault clearly came under strong pressure from sources other than 

theatre critics as on 11 November it was announced in the theatrical advertisement 

columns that The O ’Dowd was to be withdrawn. It is striking that the tone of the 

notice differs greatly from the usual ebulliently offensive style Boucicault adopted 

while actually being on the defensive:

Mr Boucicault regrets to perceive that certain scenes in his new play. The 

O ’Dowd, continue to provoke expressions of displeasure from a portion of 

the audience. He has no wish to offend any one. He is informed of a general 

opinion that the censured scenes are ill-timed, and ought to be omitted, or 

their language changed. If the public will kindly refer to the announcement 

with which the production of The O ’Dowd was prefaced, it will be seen that 

the features objected to are essential to the design and intent of the work. It is, 

therefore, in no captious spirit the author declines to alter it; but rather than 

lose the favour of any of his audience, he will amend his error by 

withdrawing the play altogether — Adelphi Theatre^^

According to John Stephens, the staff at the Lord Chamberlain’s office habitually 

scrutinised press reports, which suggests that the furore about The O ’Dowd would

The Times, 5 November 1880, p. 4 
Daily Telegraph, 11 November 1880, p. 4.
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have been easily n o tic e d .S o  while the play was licensed without censorship, it 

seems likely that a request was subsequently issued from the Lord Chamberlain’s 

office that the political scenes be removed. It would have undoubtedly suited the 

Gatti brothers, the theatre managers, for Boucicault to amend The O ’Dowd and to let 

it continue to run. They had only taken over the Adelphi that year, and, in an effort to 

revive its dwindling popularity, had entered into an agreement with Boucicault that 

he would both write and perform for them. Prior to the opening of The O ’Dowd, the 

theatre had been closed for a short period for decoration and minor renovations, and 

while the work was not extensive, the Gattis were undoubtedly hoping for a return on 

their investment. All the publicity, positive or otherwise, was bound to have resulted 

in good ticket sales.

The final nights of The O ’Dowd were announced as the last appearance of Boucicault 

in London (as in 1876, this would prove false as he was back performing in London 

the following summer). While his undoubtedly arrogant and stubborn temperament 

cannot be discounted, the fact that Boucicault opted to withdraw The O 'D ow d rather 

than remove certain scenes can only serve to confirm that he wrote the play with 

specific political intent. (In sharp contrast, he had rewritten The Octoroon in 1861 in 

order to keep London audiences coming to see the play, so he had clearly felt his 

anti-slavery manifesto was not worth fighting for in England.) After a mediocre 

summer season in 1880, and reluctant to return to the physical demands of playing 

Conn, a long run as Dennis O’Dowd would have suited Boucicault both physically 

and financially. As it was, he remained in London, but off stage, until early 1881 

when he returned to America to tour The Shaughraun once again.

John R ussell Stephens, The C ensorship  o f  English D ram a 18 2 4 -1 9 0 1  (Cambridge: Cambridge 
U niversity Press, 1980), p. 15.
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Conclusion

Boucicault: It was no stunt! Many times I went to the Houses of

Parliament to consult with members of the Irish Party. It was 

made very clear to me that should I wish to volunteer my 

services, I could choose my own constituency.

Patterson: By God, that would have turned the trick all right -  Conn the

Shaughraun, at the dispatch box -  speaking in support of 

Charles Stewart Parnell

Johnny Patterson, in Stewart Parker’s play Heavenly Bodies, finds the notion of 

Boucicault speaking in the House of Commons to be humorously unimaginable. 

However, in February 1881 the New York Herald  found such a prospect not only 

imaginable but highly desirable. Following his return to New York, Boucicault was 

interviewed by the newspaper on the subject of ‘The Irish Q uestion’, and he 

explained that:

When I wrote ‘The O ’Dowd’ my intention was simply to lay the grievances 

of Ireland as tenderly and delicately as I could before the London public.... I 

was called upon to withdraw and alter the piece, but respectfully declined to 

do so, for I wrote conscientiously. I acknowledged it may have been 

questionable taste to thrust the matter at such a moment before the English 

public, therefore I retired.^^

Stewart Parker, Heavenly Bodies in Plays: 2 (London: Methuen, 2000), p. 154.
New York Herald, 25 February 1881.
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When questioned as to whether he intended to drop the matter, Boucicault replied:

No. I feel at liberty now to pursue the subject. During my engagement in 

Boston I intend to deliver an address on the subject of the occupation and 

government of Ireland by the English, and give a clear, plain explanation of 

the Home Rule question, that is, the main facts connected with the question 

without rhetoric, prejudice or bias.^*^

Boucicault then outlined conversations he had held with Home Rule MPs while in 

London and in which he had set out his own ideas on Home Rule strategy, that 

included an approach to fund raising in the United States.

What is so striking about the New York Herald's editorial response to the interview is 

how willingly they accept what Boucicault says at face value without questioning his 

motives, and the extent to which the newspaper is prepared to grant him a voice. 

Unlike the London press, no incongruity is seen in the fact that a playwright holds 

and expresses political opinions, and in New York Boucicault is not defined or 

restricted by his class, race or profession. The New York Herald  blends different 

aspects of Boucicault’s life, blurring the boundary between stage and society to such 

an extent that is hard to know where one ends and the other begins: ‘Mr. Boucicault 

has appeared in many parts during his romantic career, but never before as a 

statesman. He selects the stage of the Herald  for his debut in that character. 

Boucicault’s proposed political strategy is found to be eminently sensible, and

Ibid.
Ibid., 26 February 1881.
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containing ‘more sense from a political point of view than Mr. Parnell could evolve 

in eleven years’. W hile the approach to Parnell is certainly tongue-in-cheek, the call 

for Boucicault to enter politics is serious: such a proposal would have caused an 

uproar in the English press. In the Herald's vision of Irish politics, it would be 

Parnell who is consigned to playing the role of Conn, while on the real-life stage of 

the House of Commons Boucicault, for once, would only be required to play himself:

We nominate Mr. Boucicault for Parliament, and propose him as the leader of 

a new Irish party .... Mr Parnell might come over with his troup of Irish 

members and go into the show business. He could appear in the 

‘Shaughraun,’ ‘by the kind permission of Mr. Boucicault,’ as the playbills 

say. Mr. Parnell in the ‘Shaughraun,’ supported by his colleagues in the wake 

scene, would draw a tremendous crowd. Mr. Boucicault in the House of 

Commons would be more than a match for Gladstone, the Speaker and the

C Q

Treasury Bench.

This suggested interchangeability of roles between Boucicault and Parnell is 

testament to an American society that is less rigidly defined by social class and race 

than English society. The New York H erald's ready acceptance of Boucicault as 

statesman only serves to reinforce the fact that neither he or Parnell could easily win 

a hearing for their politics in London.

In the English scheme of things politics and the stage were an unsuitable match. 

Stephens describes how the English drama had a long tradition of political

Ibid.

334



censorship due its ancient associations with the Court and the central institutions of 

governm ent.A nything that threatened or challenged the dignity and authority of 

government and its institutions was not acceptable in any form on the stage.

However, Stephens also points out that there is no consistent pattern of political 

censorship after about 1850. Clearly, Edward Pigott, the Lord Chamberlain’s censor, 

did not have any concerns about licensing The O ’Dowd. On the other hand, some of 

the London press objected in the strongest fashion to its political content, after which 

Pigott may well have scrutinised The O ’Dowd a little closer. The question of whether 

Boucicault submitted a different version of the play for the purposes of licensing to 

what which actually appeared on stage, as in the case of Arrah-na-Pogue, can be 

ruled out as, apart from some minor alterations, the Lord Chamberlain’s manuscript 

and the French’s acting edition are the same.*’̂  When considering the lack of 

censorship by Pigott, the fact that Boucicault was the playwright is not insignificant 

given that he was such a big celebrity of the London stage: Stephens points out that 

the licensing of some plays and not others ‘strengthens the evidence for the 

authorities’ discrimination between established dramatists and those of more meagre, 

if prolific, talent’.*̂ ' Additionally, whatever about his off-stage politics, his previous 

Irish plays had not been censored and were not considered politically subversive. In 

depicting the potential for violence in Ireland in The O ’Dowd, Boucicault was 

certainly showing the reality of the situation in the West of Ireland. However, 

violence never actually breaks out in the play, a fact that is almost entirely due to the 

character played by Boucicault. In Dennis O ’Dowd, Boucicault had created a highly 

acceptable Irish character who English audiences considered to be truthful and 

natural. It is O ’Dowd who, although a clear supporter of the Land League, ultimately

Stephens, The Censorship o f  English Drama, p. 37.
^  The O ’Dowd, The Lord Chamberlain’s Plays.

Stephens, The Censorship o f  English Drama, p. 129.
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enforces peace when the poHce are unable to do so, and who offers protection to the 

debt collectors, a protection that was not afforded to Charles Boycott.

It is clear that the response of the London press to The O ’D owd  was determined by 

the politics of the particular publication. The Daily Telegraph did not criticise the 

politics of the play on the basis of their contemporary nature but on their dramatic 

inadequacies. For Clement Scott, M ike’s election speech is unacceptable not due to 

its political rhetoric but because it fails to provoke a response from the audience. 

While generally opposed to politics on the stage, Scott is prepared to find them 

acceptable if they are presented in a manner that amuses the audience. Given that the 

opening night audience were clearly not provoked by what Scott described as ‘the 

longest Hibernian oratorical discourses’, the reaction of The Times was extremely 

strident. In publishing an article that was more akin to a political editorial than a 

theatrical review. The Times demonstrated an acute anxiety over the Irish question. 

When the Liberals had replaced the Conservatives in power that April, Gladstone had 

found himself faced with a major crisis of public and social order in Ireland. He 

immediately set up a commission to inquire into the working of the 1870 Land Act, 

and was persuaded that another Land Act was needed to achieve stability in Ireland. 

These attempts to improve Ireland’s situation did not go down well with the 

Conservatives, and their political method of repeated dismissal of the Irish question 

is well demonstrated by The Tim es’ reaction to Boucicault’s play. Faced with a 

government that was moving towards a more liberal approach to Ireland, The Times 

found The O ’D owd  to be a further threat to their preferred maintenance of the status 

quo.
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Following his interview with the New York Herald, Boucicault did duly deliver a 

lecture in Boston on the history of Ireland which was later published as a pamphlet, 

Ireland’s Story. The introduction to Ireland's Story, written by John De Morgan, is 

strongly pro-Land League and was clearly written as a fund raiser for the League:

America has ever been ready to respond to Ireland’s appeal for help, and to

day, amidst all the dark clouds of oppression, there is an other ray of light 

cast over the ‘Isle of Sorrows.’ The Land League established by Michael 

D avitt... presents a far better solution of the Irish question than any which 

preceded it.... Our sympathies are with them. Let us aid the brave men in 

Ireland by supplying funds which will be wisely used to secure Ireland’s 

independence.^^

De Morgan makes reference to many famous Irishmen who made significant 

contributions to British and American society, and concludes that the land movement 

will also produce such greats as ‘in the ranks of the Land League we have the 

greatest historian of the age, Justin McCarthy, and the most popular dramatist, Dion 

Boucicault’. De Morgan is directly linking both men to the Land League, and in 

doing so, he is also making a connection between Boucicault’s pamphlet and 

M cCarthy’s book, A History o f  Our Own Times.

Boucicault was back in England by the summer of 1881 where, according to Fawkes, 

he sold copies of a twenty-five page tract entitled The Fireside Story o f  Ireland, 

which is a version of Ireland’s Story. The Fireside Story o f  Ireland  was also

D ion B oucicault, Ire lan d 's S tory  (N ew  York: M etropolitan Publishing C om pany, 1881), p. 1. John 
D e Morgan is described on the cover as ‘Editor H ouse an d  H om e, Lecturer on Ireland, e tc ’.
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published in Dublin, by M. H. Gill & Son, presumably to coincide Boucicault’s last 

visit to the city late that year.*'  ̂Boucicault had campaigned for the release of Fenian 

prisoners in 1876, but now, only five years later, the term ‘political prisoners’ had 

taken on a new meaning as Parnell and other members of the Land League were 

imprisoned in Kilmainham.

Rather than treating Boucicault’s political pamphlet as a stepping stone on the route 

to the creation of Robert Emmet, its production must be seen as a direct result of the 

withdrawal of The O ’Dowd from the London stage. Denied a political voice both on 

and off the stage in England, Boucicault was driven to political oration, fund raising, 

and publishing in America instead. The fact that he did so further demonstrates that 

his withdrawal of the play was not merely an act of personal stubbornness but one of 

nationalist defiance. Given that Boucicault certainly needed a theatrical success at 

that time, his stubbornness was actually demonstrated by his refusal to bow to the 

English establishment by altering the play that he had specifically rewritten to 

promote Home Rule for Ireland and the politics of Parnell and the Land League: 

artistic and financial success were secondary to political aim. The O ’Dowd, 

Boucicault’s least-known Irish play, is clearly his most politically significant.

The F ireside S tory o f  Ireland  (Dublin: M. H. Gill & Son, 1881). B oucicault did not stage The 
O ’D o w d  during this visit.
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Conclusion

I am always reminded of a pregnant saying of Dion Boucicault... spoken in 

the beautiful Irish brogue which was partly natural and partly cultivated: ‘The 

rayson why historical plays so seldom succeed is because a normal audience 

doesn’t go into the thayatre with its politics in its breeches pockets.’ This is 

really a philosophical truth, and the man who had then written or adapted 

over four hundred plays knew it.'

Bram Stoker’s recollection of his fellow Irishman suggests some of the complexities 

that are central to Dion Boucicault’s life and work. Bom a Dublin Protestant, he 

spent only a small proportion of his life in Ireland, mainly residing in either London 

or New York. Claimed in turn as an Irish, British, and American playwright, his 

work sits easily within the dramatic canon of all three countries. Although a prolific 

playwright, he is best remembered for his small body of Irish work, and particularly 

for the roles he played in them. While he lived away from Ireland for most of his life, 

and eventually became a naturalised American citizen, it was his Irish nationality that 

was central to his dual identity as actor and playwright. Boucicault’s ‘beautiful Irish 

brogue’ should not be regarded as merely a construct for the stage but also for his 

many personae in both his art and his off-stage life.

The phenomenal success of The Colleen Bawn, Arrah-na-Pogue and The 

Shaughraun has defined Boucicault’s career as both playwright and actor. Critical 

assessment has focused mainly on these three plays, their nationalist politics being a

' Bram Stoker, P ersonal R em iniscences o f  H enry Irving  (London: W illiam  H einem ann, 1906), 2 vols, 
vol. 1, p. 138. A ccording to Richard Faw kes, the number o f  all known plays by B oucicault is 152.
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main area of Boucicault commentary. Research and criticism has to a large extent 

involved analysis of the play texts alone, supported by biographical information and 

some details of reception, usually restricted to either London or New York. While a 

re-evaluation of Boucicault’s work has certainly taken place over the past decade, the 

most recent work to deal with all three of the successful Irish plays remains David 

Krause’s 1964 essay, ‘The Theatre of Dion Boucicault’.̂  Criticism has tended to 

deliver very specific readings of one particular play, sometimes in order to support a 

larger cultural or nationalist argument.

This thesis has attempted to address such gaps in the study of Boucicault’s work by 

undertaking a complete analysis of all his Irish plays, whether successful or not. The 

main question posed concerns how the nationalist politics of all of Boucicault’s Irish 

plays were received by contemporary audiences in Dublin, London, and New York, 

and how, if at all, the politics impacted on critical reception. In contrast to existing 

criticism that is mainly theory and text driven, this thesis has focussed on detailed 

archival research: material consulted included theatrical reviews, extensive 

newspaper commentary, and public record archives. An in-depth analysis of the 

history of all of the plays’ production was carried out in order to build up as 

complete a picture as possible of the subtleties of their contemporary reception. An 

original expectation of this work was that it would further the argument for the 

politics of Boucicault’s Irish plays based on the study of all of them, and their 

reception in the three cities. However, as a direct result of the archival research, this 

thesis actually argues for a shift in focus from the politics of the plays, and their 

author, to the politics of the auditorium and the press, or what is described here as the

 ̂David Krause, ‘The Theatre o f  D ion B oucicau lt’, in The D olm en B oucicault (Dublin: D olm en  Press, 
1964).
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politics of reception. It is within that complex and shifting field of stage, theatre, and 

public media, that Boucicault’s performance as playwright/actor/publicist must be 

interpreted.

While arguing for a shift in focus away from Boucicault’s personal politics, it must 

be acknowledged that theatre historians have been influenced, directly or indirectly, 

by Boucicault’s role as the foremost promoter and stage interpreter of his own work. 

His relentless ‘spinning’ of the facts surrounding his life and work to suit his own 

ends are important factors in the existence of certain Boucicault myths that have 

inevitably informed critical analysis of his dramas. Chapter 2 demonstrates how the 

supposed banning of ‘The W earing of the G reen’, a myth most likely created by 

Boucicault himself, became accepted as fact, and was further stretched by claims that 

Arrah-na-Pogue was itself banned throughout the Empire. The ready acceptance of 

this myth has not only influenced critical interpretation and argument, but it has 

equally resulted in important issues central to the reception of Boucicault’s work 

being completely overlooked. So, questions such as why ‘The W earing of the Green’ 

was not banned, and why, by direct contrast, the ballad was so popular in England 

have not been addressed until now.

This thesis challenges the accepted view that The Colleen Bawn is the starting point 

of an increasing trajectory of Boucicault’s demonstrated nationalism, with The 

Shaughraun  providing the nationalist highpoint of his career, and Robert Emmet the 

closing evidence of his political commitment. (An appendix to the thesis 

demonstrates that Robert Emmet should not in fact be fully considered a work by 

Boucicault at all.) Boucicault declared of The Colleen Bawn in 1860: ‘I have written
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an Irish drama for the first time in my life’, signifying his reinvention as an Irish 

dramatist. Yet, as Chapter 1 argues, The Colleen Bawn evolved from The Octoroon, 

a play about slavery and miscegenation, both plays sharing the central themes of 

class and race. Chapter 5 demonstrates that Boucicault’s letter to Benjamin Disraeli 

was actually the first time he publicly linked The Shaughraun  to Fenian politics: this 

retrospective interpretation of his own work must be considered a factor in that the 

play is now regarded as Boucicault’s most politically subversive. A detailed study of 

the English periodical press has instead revealed that one of the most important 

factors in Boucicault’s politicisation was the nature of the reception granted to some 

of his plays and to the interpretation he attempted to bring to them. The outcry in the 

English press to Boucicault’s Amnesty appeal, which has been almost totally 

overlooked, was a significant political influence on him and on the public reaction to 

his work. The rejection by the British Establishment of his claim to a political voice 

off-stage resulted in the establishment of the Boucicault Fund, a very real and public 

political act. Boucicault returned to London four years later to stage his most 

subversive play. The O ’Dowd, and following censure of that work turned to political 

oration, fund raising, and publishing in America instead.

The fact that Boucicault was a master of self-publicity has been shown to be central 

to a study of the reception of his melodramas. He skilfully used advertising and the 

periodical press in his attempt to bring a very particular meaning to his own work, 

both prior to opening night and retrospectively. The material he provided to New 

York critics in advance of The Shaughraun’s opening demonstrates his intention to 

educate his New York audience about how to receive his play. In London, he used 

his open letter to Benjamin Disraeli to interpret the play for the English audience



towards the end of its run rather than at its start, and claimed that the play’s success 

demonstrated English public support for an amnesty. He equally contrived events 

during The Shaughraun’s provincial tour in such a manner as to make the public’s 

attendance at the theatre a political statement. Such constant manipulation and 

interpretation of both the media and public response is a very important element of a 

play’s overall reception, but as this thesis asserts, it is certainly not the determining 

factor.

Another important element of reception that can only be fully evaluated through 

archival research is that of censorship. Licensing and censorship of theatrical 

productions on the London stage during the nineteenth century is well documented in 

the Lord Cham berlain’s Day Books held by the British Library. This would suggest 

that the matter of censorship, or non-censorship, of a particular play would be 

straightforward to determine, and would not be open to interpretation in a particular 

way. This, however, has not proved to be the case at all with regard to Boucicault’s 

plays. While W illiam Bodham Donne licensed the text of Arrah-na-Pogue as 

submitted to him, Boucicault seems to have chosen to bypass the possibility of 

censorship of ‘The W earing of the Green’ by not including it in the text for the 

censor. Chapter 6 illustrates the arbitrary nature of theatrical censorship in the late 

nineteenth century, described by John Stephens as ‘a personal act influenced, 

consciously or not, by individual prejudices and predilections’. Despite the fact that 

Boucicault wrote The O ’Dowd  with direct political purpose as a response to the 

politics of Parnell and the Land League, the play escaped censorship by Edward 

Pigott. However, Boucicault’s withdrawal of the play suggests that the Lord

 ̂John Russell Stephens, The Censorship o f  English Drama 1824-1901  (Cambridge; Cambridge 
University Press, 1980), p. 17.
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Chamberlain’s office may have requested the removal of the play’s political scenes 

some time later, and points to the power and influence wielded by the establishment 

press with regard to the censorship of Victorian drama. Therefore, official 

censorship, or lack thereof, cannot be used as a reliable indicator of whether a play 

had the potential to offend political or social sensibilities.

The Era described Boucicault as someone ‘who, to use a somewhat vulgar but 

expressive phrase, ‘“knows his way about’” , when criticising him for the political 

content in The O ’Dowd!^ Boucicault certainly did know his way about the London 

theatrical world, and was a major force within it. He knew that the Lord Chamberlain 

was sensitive to any material that offended the dignity of established institutions or 

which might encourage dissatisfaction with the existing political and social structure. 

He knew, as Stoker’s quotation demonstrates, that politics just did not sit naturally on 

the English stage, and he knew, in a sense, just how far he could go. The question of 

how Boucicault ‘got away with it’ has been ever present with regard to the political 

references in Arrah-na-Pogue and The Shaughraun. Critical commentary has 

focussed at length on various aspects of the reconciliatory nature of the plays that 

contributed to their phenomenal international success. In the colonial context of 

Ireland, they have been seen to offer a myth of reconciliation that enabled them to 

avoid censorship in England by appealing to both the coloniser and colonised while 

not causing offence to either side. Boucicault’s Irish peasants achieved victory over 

political oppression not through revolt but by demonstrating their moral superiority, 

and by reacting ‘to material disadvantages and social discrimination neither with 

angry rebellion nor with servile submission but with the laughing generosity of the

Era, 24 October 1880, p. 8.
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truly superior, and who make up for their faults by tolerance, helpfulness and 

unselfishness.’^

Boucicault was clearly working within the accepted melodramatic form by 

portraying the squireen or informer as the real perpetrator of evil, and the conclusion 

of the action as a myth of reconciliation between Ireland and England. M elodrama is 

described by Peter Brooks as ‘the confrontation of clearly identified antagonists and 

the expulsion of one of them. It can offer no terminal reconciliation.... There is, 

rather, a social order to be purged, a set of ethical imperatives to be made clear’. 

'WYiWe Arrah-na-Pogue and The Shaughraun dramatised a form of subversion of 

England’s dominant control of Ireland, they did not offer a permanent solution to 

Ireland’s colonial subjugation, and thus did not pose any real threat to the colonial 

hierarchy.

Chapters 2 and 5 show that far from being regarded as politically seditious, the 

political content of Arrah-na-Pogue and The Shaughraun was central to their English 

success as it offered Victorian audiences a form of escape from the reality of their 

lives and from Victorian social constraints. ‘The Wearing of the Green’ had wide 

popular appeal because it belonged to a fantasy world of an imagined Ireland: that it 

could pose a threat in the real world of English political superiority was 

unimaginable. Boucicault’s version of Fenian revolt was enjoyed rather than 

censored, not because it dramatises a version of political reality, but because it 

represents that which would, for English audiences, always remain unreal. The

 ̂Heinz Kosok, ‘John Bull's Other Ego: Reactions to the Stage Irishman in Anglo-Irish Drama’, in 
Richard Wall (ed.). M edieval and Modern Ireland (Gerrards Cross: Colin Smythe, 1988), p. 27.
 ̂Peter Brooks, The M elodramatic Imagination (New Haven and London: Yale University Press, 
1976), p. 17.
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reception granted to these plays in London demonstrates how, in the minds of the 

English, Ireland’s inferior position in the relationship between colonizer and 

colonized was so completely entrenched that it could not, or would not, be imagined 

as otherwise.

It has been shown that Boucicault was interested in the cause of Irish immigrants in 

America, and off-stage he repeatedly created his own particular image of the Irish in 

America and of Irish-Am erican relations, stressing the inclusiveness of American 

immigrant life. At the end of his Dublin stay in 1864, Boucicault wrote to the 

Freem an’s Journal, submitting a heart-rendering song about Irish immigrants in 

America. His letter began: ‘A few days ago I stood on the North-Wall and watched 

the emigrants embarking for the Far West, as I have often stood on the quays of New 

York to see them arrive in Am erica’.̂  The pain of exile from Ireland is a theme in 

both Arrah-na-Pogue, written just a few months later, and The Shaughraun. That 

play’s nationalist content has always suggested itself as an important factor in its 

American success, particularly among the Irish-American community. However, it is 

shown in Chapter 4 that the Fenian and nationalist subject matter of The Shaughraun 

were not relevant issues for New York audiences. Instead, its reception demanded 

that it be considered as a broader political and cultural project. In a city populated by 

immigrants. The Shaughraun’s politics of exile were central to its reception.

The politics of theatrical representation of the Irish in 1870s New York were in fact 

highly complex, and Boucicault clearly did not appeal to all shades of Irish opinion. 

The Shaughraun elicited different responses from different audiences depending on

’ Freem an’s Journal, 23 April 1864, p. 3.
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that audience’s ethnic origin, class, and nationality. In a rapidly expanding city, the 

middle and upper-class Anglo-American audience, displaying social concerns about 

immigration and corrupt politics, welcomed The Shaughraun as an escape from the 

reality of the Irish immigrant community. At the same time that audience exhibited 

the traits of such an immigrant community by desiring a utopian homeland such as 

the Ireland imagined by Boucicault. In trying to come to terms with their immigrant 

status, the Irish-American community was split into those who regarded Boucicault’s 

dramas as an important contribution to the assimilation of the Irish into American 

life, and those who wanted Irish drama to distinguish the Irish race as different, and 

superior, to the British.

That community of readers of the Irish World doubted whether a country could gain 

its freedom without the existence of a national drama. However, in rejecting 

Boucicault’s work, they were rejecting the drama that Dubliners so welcomed as that 

very national drama. As discussed in Chapter 2, Dublin’s inferior status to London 

shaped Irish identity to such an extent that rather than seek a truly national drama 

that reflected Irish issues and identity, Dubliners, nationalists and unionists alike, 

were content with a national drama that furthered Ireland’s cause within its 

subservient relationship with England. Boucicault’s plays were welcomed as a means 

to promote Ireland from that position of inferiority, but were not regarded as a call to 

arms to throw off the mantle of British colonial superiority.

Gary Richardson’s claim for the internationalism of The Shaughraun was an 

important starting point for this thesis overall, particularly as it is made without 

explicit reference to any study of reception in the three cities:
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Plays such as The Shaughraun, plays designed to touch multiple audiences in 

a new diasporic world, often spoke in very different voices and to very 

different ends to the audiences of Dublin, London, and New York City.*

By undertaking a detailed study of the many factors that constitute reception, this 

thesis has sought to establish that Boucicault’s internationalism was not determined 

solely by the fact that his Irish melodramas were produced all around the globe, but 

because they provoked different reactions among different audiences, be they in 

Dublin, London, or New York. However, it has also been made clear that although 

Boucicault tried his considerable best, he could not wield final influence over how 

his work was actually received. The Irish melodramas may have been the 

playwright’s global product but their reception was determined by the politics of the 

local marketplace. Different communities brought different interpretations to 

Boucicault’s idealised representations of Ireland, and the varying responses should 

be regarded as a form of cultural self-representation that was determined by the 

particular community’s position in the colonial hierarchy of the day, be it subjugated 

nation, ruling power, or young democracy. Boucicault’s Irish melodramas may be 

regarded as his dramatic representation of Ireland’s colonial subjugation for a global 

audience, or as a cultural project promoting the cause of the immigrant Irish, but the 

nature of the plays’ reception in Dublin, London and New York says more about 

audiences’ self image and national confidence than their opinion of Boucicault’s 

imagined Ireland.

* Gary A. Richardson, ‘The Greening o f America: The Cultural Business o f Dion Boucicault’s The 
Shaughraun , American-Drama (Spring 1994), 25.
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•liCj IM^XCIl. OH THH LONDON Cl I AUl VAKI , ’.Ilse  1, 1861.

LINES P.Y A COrK'XlOY.
t> d tf’tasg iM'ltl, l« t < fA< Kttt' >i4

into Mr. t'uncKt ictter b i
S w e e t  b a n g r l ,  w hom  I in i't Uvt hev t 

I l » l  M k s  l l A K T U l- l l ’s  ’i 'p .
I ’ti iw  t h a t  J o ' i  » i l l  g i» e  m e  I '-ave 

A ituestion uow to pop.
1 n .in il m e 'o w  w hen in  iLe ’a';l 

Yuur rorriase was Imnniiuticrd,
You haskrfl me to litffijiisl jtmr sb^wi,

Hou whicb willi ’»3te I imunceJ,
T lifn  l ie a s e r  to  y m ir M a y o a  rs n .

She stjxious to be ftoue,
I Vard Vt c«ll you M akt II vss,

Or hcUe 'twa* Marmios-.
Now, M \rt-U  a s s ’s a uame I *afe 

Hass m u c h  ft» BfcTiY J a s e .
1 could u»t bear to link my fiite 

Witb such a ’orrid name;
But. Mari-hos I like as wtll 

As hany name I know;
Then, hang*-!, I implore !h»>e te!!.

Dost spell it ’S ilt a. Hu 'i

'E  TLURIBUS UNUU.”

HORRID G IR L !

ililtl r<iut/i. “  IliV E  T ou SEEN ‘ T ill: Cot.LEES B a t c s T ’
JJanid titrl imtli fj:tnme “Smx ‘ T u b  C o i.i e k .n- Ma w s  ' !  D tu n ,  c e a i i !

Yts, OP CW RSE. S a w  i t  IA sT  OcTOHEU ! ASB I 'VE DEK.S TO THE CRTBtAL 
I PAtACB, AXB I ' v e  R e a d  t h e  G o b i l l a  B o o k ! ” [JJilil i'oxf/i is ifaU ujt.

W e notice thatiathe.\m erican army there ij & Genebai 
Bragg. Knowin?, as we do, tbe charmlDff licence of 
(peech that our good Yankee cousinj sllow ihemsclvej 
when dwelling on their own private tiieri!*, we «-ere not 
much astonished to bear ibatso eniiii>ni.an iaiiividoal, held 
so bixh a position amongst them. We should iike to see 
the General made Commaijder-iu-Chief, for we are cot- 
fideut that where BkaCG leads, all tme-born yanicfs 
vuuld be sure to fallonr. We have no ilouhi liist Brago 
ia a good soldier, but ne  rather iuciine to tbe belief ibit, 
of tbe two dogs Ilf war, G exkral UoLi>rAS.T woald be a 
much better one; and more especially would the services 
of lioiDFAST be of value at tbe preseiit nioment, when ibe 
entire Union is tumbling to pieces. In the aieaniime, we 
be(f to give our disutiited relations O'fer the water fair 
WHfuing that t.hey will llad civil war anytliiag biit in agree- 
kble game of B kaqg. I t  is a filthy at which neiiber 
side caa win, but, on the contrary, at wbich both sides 
must inevitably lose.

OUR DE.\MATIC CORRESPONDENT,
" B ejir Pcjicn,

I sfoKB ia my last letUr of an eveiiiog 1 had spent in seeinfr 
Ms. and Mks. K u l e t  and Mb. T. P. Cooke, and others who lefalted 
the setnic pleasures of my (choolboyhond, and made me feel q«it»* 
^ttng  »e»in, as they tbemselves indeed Kppeared. fJAem fugace*! 
How well do I  remember my stoical self-denial at the tui-k-ahop many 
a week, that I  might have my couple of shillings for the theatre on 
Satnrday! For boys were not too proud then to »o into the pit, and 
when thfy went weie not ashamed to look as if they liked it. Now.»-da.vs 
yotiBg gentlemen'(one never hears of ‘schoolboys’) think it snob

bish to b* »<«n at a theatre at all, eicept indeed it be m private box*-* 
and white choker*. And when they condescend to go, ju&t t»> ‘oblige 
lb« gtrw, thry stem to think it the right thing to try and look 
intensely bored, aud as though the whole performance was quite 
beneath their notice.

“ ftow how can we accounl for this marked diSertnce of demeanour 
m the juvemle p tay f^ r of times present am) times past. The ifUn 
pT<r,ienla, of whico m person 1 can fpeak, does not amount to inore 
I b p  a score or so of year*, but the change iu this smalt iuterv«l, I 
thijtif. Is Very great. Arc our aclors less auractive Ihsn thry w«re « 
bticf time since, or have oor schoolb«ys sharper instiucta lo deifct. 
s tag e  in 'p rM ecU ons, and be diisatisfipd with what Diit;ht formerly h av e  
plea&ed. Or is it now thouffbt fashionable lo condemn the stage, and 
speak I'phiiy of tbetffortswnich are there mode toauiUAR u» ? It so, it 
m»y be scbot>lb<'!ys are but following the fasliion, aud wbcnoue sees them 
yawuing and sncerijig tbrougb a play, they are simply aciing under the 
mandalesor iiam m ts. I  am iiiciined to think, however, ibat aclii.g, 
as a rule, i»i,ot so good as it was once, or at least Im* not advanced 
»s lo krrp pace with the advaiicrmrnt ,A the times. Tbettld perforn-t-rs 
whuw 1 *»w recalled the oUier night are still without a rival lu their

pecuiiar walks; and were a Dramatic Berby to be ran for, providing 
M. F e Ch t e r  as a foreigner be scratched, I ’11 bet that some old 
favourite would win the public stakes.

“  As good actors are rather tar,i:aves just at present, all well-wishtre 
to the stage must of course have grieved to hear of Mr. Robso.'i s 
serious illness, which at one time seemed to threaten bis permanent 
withdrawal from a place where he has done so much to eniertain us. 
Bat. I rejoice to hear that this is not now to be feared, and that ere 
loog the Citaney Carner will be pUyed with its old cast. M ^w bile 
U r. Hokacb VViGAS has done his best to fill ihe part which .Ma. 
Kubsob will resniiie; and by way of novelty (»t. least at the Olympic, 
whicb i» not a Bve-act Ibeaire) the ever-green S-'htxtt for  has
been once more planted out. As I happen to rea«eiiiber the Sir PeUr 
of old Ji'AaaEK and the Jottph of M acready, I cannot say but wbat 
there are to my mind some sbortcominps iu the Olympic cast; nor with 
tbe N is b e t ' s  silvery laugh slill ringing in uiy ears, can 1 speak of 
LaJg Te«:t« as she is seen a t present without somewhat of a prejudice 
to Colour my remarks. IJdious as they may be, comparisons in some 
cases are well nigh unavoidable j and when a man has found his 
ideal of a charac'er, he linds ii bard to »peak with fairness of those 
who chance to differ from it. A critic cannot well help haviog refol- 
Irctions, and they are apt to  twial his judgment sad restrain hss prawe. 
But if M iss  S e d c w ic ic  be not a perfect Ijnfji 7Vii:U, she is perbaiis the 
nearest to  p«rfec<ion now  procurable ; aud old pU.v»;oers may find it an 
interesting p.istime to go and see her act in?, auJ note it* chief shori- 
eiimings, aud then decide among themselves the exact width of 
tbe gap.

“ The sudden jnrop in the tbeimometer from fre< img-point to so®- 
mer beat, has set e»erjh->dy talking of where they mean to p  
August; and as affairs arem at present pretty peawful on the C«>n- 
titient. Switzerland, of eo^r^e, will he Ih e  place of chief rejort. 1! i». 
however, now wiibin tbe |«>*eer of a Londoner to »i!<*iid an hour or two 
m Switr.erkud without tbe bother of getlijig there. Simply by securing
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Playbill for Dublin production of Arrah-na-Pogue 
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T U E  tL K C rrO S  BIOT I S  T l i i l  OUKAT M ABKET-Pl.ACB AT JJOTTINOHAM.
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Richard Fawkes claims that The Rapparee failed to run in London, asserting that the 

novelty o f  sensation drama was beginning to wear thin by 1870.' However, the play 

actually ran at the Princess’s for six weeks, and it is clear from the reviews that the 

sensation scene was a main attraction. When considering why The Rapparee, in his 

opinion, failed, Richard Cave correctly claims that the play, ‘has an inexorable dark 

intensity that culminates in violence o f startling ferocity’.̂  He examines Boucicault’s 

pitting o f patriot against traitor in the final scene, arguing for the informer as the most 

vicious betrayer o f the national ideal. Boucicault’s patriot, O ’Malley, and traitor, 

M’Murragh, prepare to fight to the death over Grace:

O ’Malley: I am an outlaw, Ulick -  seek no escape behind that charge.

Traitor, trickster and assassin! Pluck out your steel; for I must 

make my way to her over your body!

M ’Murragh: Come! Take her if  you can!

Ginckel: Shall we not stop this massacre?

O ’Hara: No! Let them decide the cause! ’Tis so that England must ever

rule over this unhappy land, and pit the traitor ’gainst the 

patriot. Thus they stand before fair Ireland, the trembling prize, 

who, looking on, waits for the bloody issue.

O ’Malley: That for my love and that {repeating the wound) for my

country!^

' Richard Fawkes, D ion Boucicault, A B iography  (London: Quartet Books, 1979), p. 179.
■ Richard A llen Cave, ‘Staging the Irishman’, in J. S. Bratton et al., A cts o f  Suprem acy: The British  
E m pire a n d  the Stage, 1790-1930  (M anchester and N ew  York: M anchester University Press, 1991), p. 
103.
 ̂ The R apparee, National Library o f  Ireland, IR 82289b26 (printed prompt copy, n.d.). This is the same 

version o f  the play as the Chicago-published undated one used by Cave.



Informers, traitors or middlemen in Boucicault’s Irish dramas are always portrayed as 

the product o f English rule in Ireland, and this is also the implication in O ’Hara’s 

words at the end o f the play. But this speech presents a problem for the audience 

because O ’Hara is him self a traitor. Even though O ’Hara is Governor o f Connaught, 

he has betrayed his fellow countrymen in order to ingratiate him self with the victors. 

Additionally, O ’Hara sacrifices his daughter, Grace, to a man she hates in order to 

save his own life. This would have been doubly problematic for audiences, as loving 

father-daughter relationships are one o f melodrama’s basic configurations. While 

Grace is loyal to O ’Malley, she is not a self-sacrificing woman who acts purely out o f 

love for her father, lover and country. O ’Hara’s speech is problematic if  Boucicault 

intended to use Grace as an image for a defeated Ireland, as the woman who has just 

brought events to a violent close can certainly not be considered a ‘trembling prize’. 

The dark-haired Grace will never be a vulnerable or oppressed colleen bawn. Like 

the informer and traitor, Grace is a product o f the colonisation o f Ireland, driven to 

the incitement o f violent acts because her father and her lover have been rendered 

powerless by the conquering forces.

The Chicago-published version o f The Rapparee used by Cave is the same as that 

submitted to the Lord Chamberlain for licensing in London in 1870. The version o f 

the play used for the purposes o f this work is an undated Sergei’s acting edition, also 

published in Chicago, and although it claims to be as first performed in London in 

1870, it actually differs from the copy submitted for licensing, as demonstrated by the



dosing scene. In Sergei’s version, it is O ’Hara who calls upon Ginckel to intervene 

bitween O ’Malley and M ’Murragh:

O ’Malley: You are lost! Seek not to hide yourself behind that charge! 1

am no traitor. Now has come your last hour to betray!

M ’Murragh: If you would have her, win her!

O ’Hara: Will you not interfere?

Ginckel: Not 1? I shall only haff to hang oop de M ’Murragh if  he does

not die in combat.

O ’Hara: And so my unhappy country is the ground o f hostile swordplay

-  and she must stand quietly by with clasped hands, till she 

becomes the prey o f the victor. Heaven bless the right!

O ’Malley: That’s for my wife! And that is for my country!”̂

In this alternative version o f O ’Hara’s speech the words traitor, patriot, England and 

Ireland are not used and the tone is less confrontational. O ’M alley’s language is more 

defensive than aggressive, and is lacking in dramatic vigour. According to the Era, 

O ’Malley’s final proclamation, after killing M ’Murragh, is: ‘that for my love and that 

for m yself, text that weakens the nationalistic sentiment even further.^ The New  

York Times also quotes the exact same line in its review o f the New York production 

which suggests that this was the actual line spoken on stage.^

Dion Boucicault, The Rapparee; or, The Treaty o f  Limerick (Chicago: Dramatic Publishing 
Company (Sergei’s Acting Drama), n.d.), act 3, scene 1, pp. 31-32.
 ̂Era, 11 September 1870, p. 10.

® New York Times, 15 November 1870, p. 5.



As demonstrated in Chapter 2, the copy o f Arrah-na-Pogue submitted to the Lord 

Chamberlain differed from the version which was performed on the London stage, 

and this is also the case with The Rapparee. Boucicault must have changed the line 

of his own accord because the possibility o f censorship o f nationalistic sentiment in 

the final scene can be ruled out. The only change requested by William Bodham 

Donne, the Lord Chamberlain’s censor, was that certain lines from the first act (in 

italics below) be omitted:

Pontis: Are your men all aboard?

Con: Every one barrin’ m yself Is it to France itself we are going?

Pontis: To the noblest, happiest, and best o f land -  my country.

Con: Long life to it! Your honour tould us that fo r  them that found

fightin  ’to be congenial, and life not worth h a v in u n le s s  fo r  

the sake o f  throwin ’ it away, France was the place agin ’ the 

world.

Pontis: And you all agreed to follow your chief into exile, where you

will have the honour to serve King Louis? ^

Only requests for censorship were recorded in the Lord Chamberlain’s Day Book and

no reason or explanation as to the cause o f offence was noted. However, this

• • • • 8censorship implies a sensitivity to France’s plight in the Franco-Prussian war. This

’ The R apparee , The Lord Chamberlain’s Plays, British Library Add. MS. 53087 M. Register o f  Lord 
Chamberlain Plays, 1866 -1 8 7 3 , British Library Add. MS. 53704.
* See John Russell Stephens, The C ensorship o f  English D ram a 18 2 4 -1 9 0 1 (Cambridge: Cambridge 
U niversity Press, 1980), pp. 128-129, for an account o f  the authorities’ concern about the licensing o f  
tw o plays in late 1870 and early 1871 w hose subject was war, but not specifically  the Franco-Prussian 
conflict.



vould have been in keeping with the tone o f the national press at that time, as 

demonstrated by The Times ’ editorial a few days before The Rapparee opened:

Our generation has seen nothing that can be compared with the position o f the 

French nation at this hour. Unhappy France! It is as if  the accumulated evils 

o f  twenty years had burst at once upon her .... we are overborne with 

sympathy for the unhappy nation.^

The implication that fighting for France would result in the loss o f one’s life is absent 

from Sergei’s acting edition o f the play:

Pontis: Have I the men all on board?

Con: All but m esilf So we are going to France?

Pontis: Yes. Where there is every amusement. They are always

fighting there, and they’ve a battle a week. You’ll be delighted 

with the service o f King Louis.

The variety o f texts raises problems when considering audience reception as it is 

difficult, if  not impossible, to know exactly what the audiences saw on stage, and too 

often assumptions have been made on the basis o f one text alone. While an argument 

about The Rapparee holds for one particular version o f  the text, it may not hold 

equally well for another. Therefore, an examination o f all the evidence for theatrical

 ̂ The Times, 2 September 1870, p. 7.

Dion Boucicault, The R apparee: or. The Treaty o f  Lim erick {Chicago: Dramatic Publishing  
Company (Sergei’s Acting Drama), n.d.), act 1, scene 4, p. 16.



performances in the light o f the concept o f continuous text developed by Renaissance 

theatre scholars is more helpful. While The Rapparee is not one o f Boucicault’s 

heavily reworked plays, it does serve to illustrate the instability o f the play text. 

Changes to the text are most likely to have taken place as a result o f intervention by 

the playwright, the censor, or the publisher o f the acting edition. It cannot be 

accepted that the version o f a Boucicault play held in the Lord Cham berlain’s 

collection is the same as that performed on the London stage. O f the two Chicago- 

published versions o f The Rapparee, one is the same as that submitted for licensing 

in London and the other claims to be as first performed in London. While it might be 

assumed that both versions are the same, particularly as they were both published in 

Chicago, this is clearly not the case. However, it is likely that any changes requested 

by the censor would have been made. Surviving printed prompt books demonstrate 

that Boucicault rewrote his plays extensively while they were still in rehearsal, and it 

is possible that he continued to make changes during the run o f a play depending on 

the play’s reception. Acting editions generally made claims to represent the play as 

first performed but this may well have been a marketing technique to establish the 

authenticity o f that particular text.
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D e c . 3, IS 70. P U N C H I N E L L O . 1B7

THE PLAYS AHD SHOWS.

ATKST of Mr. BouciCAULT’a 
mixtarea ia acoUjcr Iriah dxa- 
matic atew. He calla It the 
^ajjjHxres^ mod i t  co&tiaiita Uie 
usual prcporticm of fire, p&- 
txiota, whiakej, tnutors, pretty 
gida, &nd red-ooAt oQiccis. I t  
haa a Tiagio Heroine az^ 
ChCi«£fal Heroine, a FrcncH 
OiBoor who apeaka niUi an 
Irish brogue, ftad a Dutch 
Geootml who apealca the Fech> 
tenan dialects I t  hoa 
K ayo in pictureaque attitodea 
on Uie atsage, and H a h a t Pajl- 
SCER in gorgeouA redtinenta In 
the lobby. B a t here it  is—aa 
long aa the original az>d nearly 
aa t^o u js . ZUftd it and dodde 
for youTMlvee whether ihia 
sort of thing ia worthy of the 
cleTer xneoKanio who ood* 
•tructod ArrciAna-PoffV4 f

T « b  R a p p a r b e .  A c t  t  
ScsNB I ,—A  retired tpot in th^publus highimy. [E n t^  fln armff of 

ffteen hinh pairioUt am u d  xciOipikei o f  grtat 
1st pATttiOT.—‘‘ Hurroo for Kura Jamks, we'U dhrive the Oc»ng«* 

men into the say. Hera cornea O ^K allcy, luid the F r is c h  OFFicm. 
May they niver w^oot a bottle, os a frind to stale it  from.'’ [Sn lft 
(yjifaUey and J)wiuane,]

O’MaLÎ rt, —" All ia loet. Uu c k  haa betrayed us.”
Bi.'Qrsexs.--'" AH Ifi lost. 'Click haa followed the national castom.'' 
PATRlOTt,— All u  loet. Hurroo. What’U wo do now, boya? " 
O’Mallky.— Come with me to Francc. We’ll fight ftoroebody 

there, **
PATa!OT«.— Wo will go th ii minute.^ [They go. EnUr Tnxgit 

JItroin*. ]
, 0'TiCalle7.>>-“ Can I  bel&va the eyes of me. Xa it you, darlint, or 
Bomc other ghost ? "

Tragic E ehoikb.—“  *Tla I. Fly, O'KAUiRT. T lick  inoata upon 
tmkTTying me, and hAnging you.^

O’H a l l r t . —“ I will fly to*morrow night, and yon ahaU fly with 
me. I wooli;] go this minute, were it not that Mr, BouciCAULT'a play 
would beapoiled if I  did not stay long enough to get into dlMcolties. 
I  will hide In the ceUjir of my ruinod caatle, and give U lio c  the 
worst *■ hiding * he ever h&d Lf 1 hare a ccnranient c î&noe at him.”

ScE5E LL—Tht front parlor in 0’ffara*i cattle, R n t^  Vie Dutch 
General and OHara,

DlTTCa GekebaL.-~‘‘ 0 'H ara«  I  dSnka you po cin repeL U lic k  la 
aearging yonr Lapen. If  he Amla aomething you shall bo hanged.** 
{Ent^r UUck.}

Ulicx. — httvo MAtchod O’Hara‘8 trunk, and the drawer where 
he keep» hia other atocking. I  have found nothing."

Dirrcn Gcnkiui..— I  atiU pdie-re him a traitor, but Ig&nnot hrore
i t "  [Bzii.]

UUCK.—“ O'Hatia, listen. I  hare lied. I hold here in my left 
ooflktrt&il pocket the proofa of your treachery. Give me your daughter 
and help me hang O'Mallry, or I  will ruin you.”

O’H ara .—I am in your power. Do aa you plcaec.” [Enier Traffic 
JJeroine,]

Tkaqic Rkrowtc.—^  Never. ITlick shall neither m any me nor 
hang G'Hali.ky."

U lick .—‘^Touing woman, I  will lock yoii in this room for a year or 
two, until O’M a llk t  ia thoroughly hung. Como, O'Hajia.” {Extuni.\ 

T rao ic  H kro iks.> -‘'X must e«<Apo and worn G’K a i . l s t .  But 
how* I hare it. I con Ie&p out of the windot^ into the eea; 1 can 
thon ewim in fxiU ball-dre«ato 0'HAtLrr*B caaUe, which is only twenty 
leaguea from here. I  will warn him, and fly with him. Courage. I 
will remove my back-hair and make the haxArdons leap.*’

BcEsa m .—TA/i v a M  bftov O^MaBcy't «utU. ErUer Ihiich General  ̂
(/Hiira, C7w4r, anrf a rcM

Doctok.—" I  brought you here to ahow you O’JlAH.KT'a hiding- 
place. Kow Tye jo t you. The tSderoec the moment we entered, and

cut off your retreat; we’ll all be drov»*ncd like ra tlin  a hole. Hurroo/* 
[O'Jfa!^ dticendt inia vatdU dy an inm d</or.i 

O’H a l l s t .—“ Come np>st«irf out of the wet. We*U hare aome 
whiakey,*' 127<cy c<?m4 up.]

ACT n .
ScEiTE I .— (yJiralUyt ancettrai baek'-garrfi. Ent^r Tragic fferoint in 

balt-drw, having ttfxm acrott the bay.
TuAorc HiCBorNE.— Ha I alao Ho [ I am a littia out of breath. I 

t îmV I hod better faint.*' [Enter 0*MaUty and kii retcued
mwiia.J *

0 ’31allR7.—** Sit down, while I  go for the whiakey.’' ^Se fw*.] 
O'Hara.--** What do I  aocT My daughter! Take her up^sUirs be* 

fore 0 ’3£ai*i.ry retuma.^* {Tfuy takt h^'vp .) [Bc-enUr O'ZfaiUp.)
O 'K allz t,—Gentlemen, here ia the whiakcy. I t  ia Gen. ORA)iT'fl 

fatorite bzazkd, and you'll find it all right.*’ [To hit Mrr<zn<) Cox* 
xsn, thcae men mean to axreet me. Go ftnd act fire to the caatle.*' 
[Conn^ gocty and (/McJLey  ̂ loeMng Hu dooTy thr<i^ Ukt key out of ih4 
‘UlTldOW.J

Evbrtbodt.—‘*What do you meaa by throwing away the ^ y ?  
Bo you mean to anzzound ua, and, making us priaonera, drink up the 
whiakey youiaell f ’ *

0'Mai«L£7.— 'Tia a ctutom of ourhooae, intended otiginoUy to gtre 
employment to meritorious lockaniitha on the ore of election. 14aten 
while I  tell you how one of my uiceatora played m nice little trick on 
aome officera who hod oome to arreat him for abak>dng hia landloid. He 
looked them np aa I  hare locked you up. He then ordered hia aervant 
to aet the castle on fire aa I Hato juat done, and waa baked with them 
la we are about to bo baked.”

Dutch General.—*' Donner nnd hUtaen 1 **
ErESYBODT El^as.— Taie an oonda t **
Tragic HxRoiNB«[m ifie h jt abote].— S o r r r e e e o  h/* 
O'M aixkt.— Heavinga! Thatfthiiek. 'TiamyOraoel TraoioDaa- 

L1K0, I come to die wHh you.*' \R iuh^ vp the chimney, whiLi tJte Dutch 
Ocneml^ blowing off the loek off iht door mth hit pittvi^ etcopte together 
with hi* ftiendt. The CattU it carefuUv taken U piecet >Vt teetiont by 
the ttagt oarp&nterty ^hiU toreJut d r*fiaiuied at intarpalt J^inaUy a Eo- 
man candU it tet off  ̂ and (he (y^fai^^ CmtlefaXU a prey to a carefuUy 
managed conjlagratutn,— Curtain, ]

A c t  III.
f̂ CEVR L—A  guiet piacg in midtC of ihe iitmpike. Enter Cheerfid 

Heroine and FrtncJi OffUer.
Frknch Officer.—** Fly with mo at once."
CuKERFCL Why on eert^ ahould 1 fly ? I  have ^cvcr

seen you but onoe. *' *
FRK5CQ O fficb r,—*̂  'Tia true; but youll have to acttle that with 

BoociCATJiiT. I*m sure I  doa’t want you to fly, especially widi no pro
perty but a low*nocked drcca and ahort aleoTea ; but BoUCICaClt haa 
arranged it to anit faiinaelf.'’

CoRBRFDL H kroikr In that Com I  will fly. the Docron
and a band ofpairiota^ ]

Doctor.—“  O'Mallky i« a prlaoner in the fort We are going to 
have him out, dead or alive.'*

FREKcn OfficBR.—“ Theae are the oounacla of madneaa Why 
don't you get an injunction, or aomething of that klnd^ and ae get him 
oat peaceably.”

DcKTTOR.— ̂ 'It*a too late. Beeidea, Mr. B oucicattlt wants to end 
the ploy with a fight”

CiiBERFcru H eroike.—*' I will manAge it aH I will let down a 
rope from the fort. You ahoU all be dnwn np and rescue O'MAirLET. 
Nothing oould be more airoplcL Come and be drawn np, \Th/y omne.\
ScBh'E. II .—Interior of the 02faUey*t cell, Enter Tragic Heroine. 

T r a g ic  H b r o ik e .— ’Tia h e ! Hi* he \ Thongli how he managed to 
change hia clothes and put on auch a nice co«t, I can't imagine. 
Dearoat, nwoke 1" .

O'HaLLBV.— Who <^la? Is it the boy with the beer? Ha ] my 
own darling. Come to thie embroidered wnkiatooet’'

Traoic Ueroi.ve.-<^' I ha^’e agreed to marry Ulick on condition 
he permita you to eacape. ”

CH allry.—^'Ha! baaa girt Would ye onoonrenience yourself to 
aaro me ? Nerer ! 1 will n ^  ocuaenb to your marrying Ulicr. Try 
nome other little gome, darlint'*

T ragic Hkroikb.— *̂ I  wUL” [Exit]
Scene III.— The catUe moat. (TMaBey in the ditch rtajiding in a piciti- 

r«»7u« aitUudt. The Dutch Oen-tral etaiid* on the rtimmit o f a icoU 
three feet ?dgh, and Uanitig 09er (he battUmente—uAkA tover to the 
height of three inihe$-^r^^^ OMaUey a pesrdon. Enter Tragic Hcrot̂  
ine and eterybody ^e^
Tragic HEROurx.—“ O’Ma u -rt. I have aavad you. Now save me. 

I hare just married Ulick. Kill him for me.'*
UucK and O'MALLRTflOcvrdm^ Hash «ach other nero*i the tegt \siih 

(heir ropier*. O’M a l lb t  Jb3li U ltck  and embraeee the T rag ic  HEnoCNR. 
Ezery}^y ahiyiitt “ /Twrroe ! ” and the cxtrtetin foBe.

Matador.
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Letter to the Right Hon. B. Disraeli

Theatre Royal, Drury Lane

Sir -  During the last five months we have been representing before the English 

people in London a play entitled “The Shaughraun.” The work is founded upon an 

episode in the Fenian insurrection of 1866. As a literary effort it has no pretension, 

therefore no poetic clothing disguises its subject; it possesses no wit to divert public 

attention from this simple story. A young Irish gentleman has been tried, convicted, 

and transported to the penal colonies, for complicity with the rebellion. He escapes to 

America, and from thence ventures to visit his home in Ireland. A police emissary 

discovers his presence, he is re-arrested, consigned to prison, from which he escapes, 

and eventually is restored to freedom by a general pardon, granted (under poetical 

license) during your ministry. This pardon is the Deus ex machina of the drama.

I call to witness two hundred thousand of the people of London, who have been 

present at this representation during one hundred nights; I call to witness the press 

that recorded the result, to declare that I have stated simply and without guile the 

scenes and incidents composing this work; and I call the whole world to witness this 

spectacle -  the government of England, with a full and noble reliance on the loyalty 

of the English people, authorizing and approving the representation of this play, thus 

inviting daily a jury of two thousand citizens to hear and pronounce their feelings on 

a great political question.



In all countries and in all times, since the political license o f Aristophanes was 

reprobated by the Athenian tyrant, to the present day, when the French censure 

watches with minute jealousy every expression o f their drama, the theatre has been 

acknowledged a sensitive test o f public opinion. Some persons may hold the 

expression o f  public sympathy in a theatre to be a matter o f  little weight; but a little 

weight has turned a scale, and a feather thrown on the surface o f the sea may serve to 

indicate its tide or current. It was surely not the cunning o f the dramatist nor the great 

merit o f the actors that lifted the whole audience to their feet as cheer after cheer 

shook the old walls o f the national theatre when the fugitive convict escaped from his 

prison! Surely there is no attempt throughout the play to deceive the spectators as to 

the nature o f the sympathy they extend; they are plainly invited to sympathise with 

one who is endeavouring to elude the penalty o f a great offence. Why do they watch 

his progress with interest? And when an announcement is made that her M ajesty’s 

pardon has been granted to all the political prisoners, why are these words greeted 

with hearty applause? May we answer: it is because the English people have begun to 

forgive the offence, and heartily desire to forget it! So I believed when I wrote this 

work with the deliberate intention to ask that question in plain language. And I have 

done so. The question has been asked nightly one hundred times to two thousand 

people o f all classes, from the Prince and Princess o f Wales to the humblest 

mechanic in the city, and there has been no dissentient voice from it -  no, not one. I 

have delayed calling your attention to this matter until the last moment, when I 

withdraw the play forever from the London stage.

I am no politician, sir, but a working man in that guild o f literature whereof you are 

the most distinguished living member. If I venture out o f my mental depth in



approaching this subject, hold out generously your hand to one who loves his country 

and its people, and feels that affection to be his only eloquence.

All the leaders o f the Fenian outbreak are at large; a few obscure men still linger in 

chains, and these are, I believe, the only British citizens now in prison for a political 

offence. 1 am not capable o f judging what benefit the spectacle o f these sufferers may 

be to society, but I can see the detriment occasioned when punishment exceeding the 

measure o f retribution makes justice appear capricious, and tends to turn the criminal 

into a martyr. I have seen and I know that towards these twelve or fourteen miserable 

men are directed the sympathies o f twenty millions o f  English hearts in American 

breasts -  English hearts that sincerely respect this mother country, and would love 

her dearly if  she would let them. One crowning act o f  humanity would be worth a 

dozen master-strokes o f policy; and the great treaty to be established with the United 

States is neither the Canadian Fisheries nor the border line on the Pacific Ocean -  it 

is the hearty cohesion o f the English and American people.

Those who say the time is not come for the exercise o f clemency, forget that mercy is 

not a calculation but a noble impulse -  that no man keeps a fallen foe under his heel 

but a coward who dares not let him up. In reply to such objection I would answer: if 

the time has not come for the prudent exercise o f her M ajesty’s prerogative, let your 

noble impatience push forward the hands o f the clock -  its stroke will be heard in 

millions o f  grateful hearts, and your own, sir, will not feel the worse either here or 

hereafter. -  Your very obedient servant, Dion Boucicault.
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Orjo Wold for the Fenian Prisoners,  and liow niany for the

“ Shunirhraun T '
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J anu ûit 22, 187C.] PUNCH, OR THE LONDON CHARIVARI. 11

DISINTERESTED DRAMATISTS.

r \  

W

vMr'

wrWJKi ■>

j(Oxa llic letters frora^ distin- 
sruishcd living ilnm intists (in
cluding one in whicli the antnor 
m odcsily veils himself under 
tlic luinie of his creation) re
ceived by Mu. D isiu e i.i sincc 
tlio pubhoiitiou of th a t ^VTitten 
l)y the accomplished A uthor of 
The Shmnjhnnm, we select tho 
follo\\Toig
The Duke’s Theatre, ILilhorn. 

Sui,
DiTKlNa tho last nine 

years, on and oil (I have, per
haps, been rather more “ on” 
than off), we have been repre
senting: before the E n ^ sh  
people in London and tho prq- 

vinecs a most pathetic play, entitled Black Eyed Susan, to whicn is 
appended a secondary (itie. The Little B ill that was Taken Up. 
lo  conimcncc, let me disclaim for the author aU idea that “ The 
Little Bill” bears any resemblance to the great Liberal ex-Leader, 
“ The reoplo’s W i l l i a m . ”  N o , Sir, o u r  TKiWnm is indeed tlio most 
popular Bill that has ever hcca introduced into the Uouso under any 
ilmistrv.

As a literary effort, the work has a merit peculiarly itsovrn.’’ A3 
for its poetic clothing-, I can only refer you to the songs of “ I ’retty 
See-vsan, don't say no," “ Susan make lioom for your Uncle,” and 
“ Captain Crosstree is my name.” The encores that have invariably 
followed these morveaitx must not bo taken as evidences of any 
■\iolent political CK^itement. I t  is tho simple story of a young 
English Bailor assaulting an inebriated Naval Officer, being tried, 
convicted, and eventually restored to freedom by a pardon granted, 
at my intercession, under tho Loud CuAJn)EiaAj:s’s Licence, during 
your tenure of office as First Lord of the Treasury.

1 call to witness twelve million, of the English people who havo 
paid theii’ moiiey to mtness this representation (and I  snail be happy 
to call as many more on tho same terms) and I  call to witness tno 
enormous Free List entirely suspended—I call to witness the Public 
Press, most justly exccpted,—and I call tho whole World to witness 
tlus spectaclo (it would be a big House if they all came on one night, 
—and I  may add that this “ Spectacle,” widen I  call upon the whole 
World to witness, does not depend solely and only on spectacular 
effects, though we do fire a gun from a man-of-war, and there arc 
two “ working figures ” in a rowing-boat—a most moving sight),—I 
say I  call on Tne Whole World, ay, and his wife (children under 
twelve half prico to all parts except tho gallery), to witness this 
spectacle—the Government of England, >vith a full and noble 
reliance on the loyalty of the English people; authorising, and 
approving^ through its officer the L oud  CiUMBEiUArN, the perform* 
ance of this play, in which a gallant Naval Officer (myself) IS repre

sented as getting most unwarrantably intoxicated, and, wMle in that state, acting in a manner unworthy of a British Tar, by l a ^ g  
hands on a female in distress, and being, thereupon, cut down by an A.B. Sailor, who is forthwith tried by an incompetent and mnddle- 
headed Court Martial, thus inviting, nightly, a Jury of the Entire Population of London to come, if they can, and pronounce their 
feelings not only on a great social, but also on a great political, and vitally national question. •„ /

In all countries, from the time of Noah’s Ark to the present day, the Theatre has oeen acknowledged a sensitive test of public opiidon 
on Naval affairs. I t  was, surely, not the cunning of the dramatist (it might have been his craft, as some of the action is^n board ship).

TOL. LXX. 0



   ......................................................................................................................... ,  ,  c h e e r  slmlces the walls of tlic .tliea tre . Sii-, there
'  n o r Ibo (Treat a c r i t  of the actors (of ono in parlicalar. whose uainc ; ch«er a u  Londoa in  a  Eimilar _ predicamont. Hescue
'im y native m d c s ty  will nftt allow V). I>M3 th.-so lifted P .jjc  tliom m th  pensions and your

roof off, soveril tlioalros whflre ihi« play hsa hcpn | )i,.art will liol feel the worse licre or hereafter (although the public
purse w ay).- i-,. . - kerohicf* and  hat*, throw t«)uoiiots to m«, .Sir, aud compf:! the actors

■ to re&cttt ono *onff and dunco six times, nnd anothor t\nec. niKlitl>,
■-. ’".S' ! and w ftt chcor after ehccr rang- throtigli tho house when, freely in-

' ‘ "  ’ vitin/r contradiction, I a.wrto.1 th a t Caftain Crosslrcc icas inyi'*'®';'
fliircly there i* fio attem pt tJirousrhout the play to pniunt« 
offence of a  N a r t l  Offlwr allowing himself to he disguised iii liquor r 
^^^y  do the sjK'ctatom wat-oli with inUTcst my progress across tuo 
Btagc, my nccktie diaarmnsrcd, my h.-iir unkcmiit, as I <'ndcn.vour to 
j)lacc fi IhHUc carcfuUy 00 Oie tAnlcJ' Arc they ncttmtccl by Ihcu' 
lov6 for the botUe, or Vholr rcpttrd for me ? And, when an annonnoc- 
m ont i» mado l,iy Capittin Crniftrrc (myself), at the end <d thepicoe, 
io  tho cfTcot, th a t havinjf taken the jfh'dpe, I am wcarniL' a nicdftl 
ifircn me by 8jii Wri.vitUi f<AWso>-, why are these words p'C(!ted 
■witli hearty  apnlauso ? May we aiisivcv: it i.i hirdiixi' the ijrcnt i 
JErulU»h people Anrc ln^un Ui forfiivi: the ofl'mrc ic/iirh tlni;/ hare no ; 
denre 1o fu r g c lf  Tho nuoatiou has lieen u.sked, nearly seven i 
hundred times in Loudon alone, of millions of people of all dasses, | 
and  lias been answered from <he P iii .v r E  and r>iiNCi>.'> of vV .vi.is,, 
th e  ttUKEH of P k sm ark , llii> I’KIKCESS Til v ia  (in a private ho.v), and , 
tlioir rcfT|K'tlivo «uit<.‘» (in the st.ills), ilown lo, or, rullier, iiji to, the 
Jiumbleat mflohanic in tho sixiKnny ftalkry, wUhoul ouo ih .w ulM it j 
voice. No, Sir, ou t of nil this vast m iiltituao not one sinpU' houI has | 
ri^en in his placo to owert. th a t ( ’nptniii CmssIrK  is U"l m.y name. 1 
have delayed calling your nttonliou to this m atter uiitilthism ouienl, 
when wo oro ou tho cvo of plttyinj; the pioec for the sevtn luUldrcuth 
tinie, a p j  no charge for lx>oJ(ijiK- 

I  niu xw £>ir, nny inorr than you are, Imt ii I ventnre
o a t of niy mental dopth, it is t<) ask \ou  (•> rivjuest Jlr. W . JJ. lo p j 
down in a  dirinR-Ixdl and raise llie then repair (he
orrorB of recent Naval Court Slartials, nnd the iMjnri<,» of tlio Inm  
J)n}te, and, iuinlly recall tJio Second Slme Circular,

Then, Sir, and not till tlien, will I eeaee to assert lu toi ii !i loyal 
and (fcaerous public that, with all rosiH'et i/> you, Sir, my name m— 

A!x>ar,l r„ U y  1‘henms. li-N -

SlH,

Youi‘ very obedient servant,
H. J. B.

Sir.,
Opera Comiquc.

Tur u, 1)1/ Jiiri/ is rcecived n ightly  vrith great applause. If  
^̂ •c were asked w hat it is th a t evokes the  eenorous enthusiasm of
th e a u d ie u c o , w e should a n sw e r, th a t i t  î s the  fact th a t the Judfjo
noblv marries the PlaintilF in a Lrcach of rro au sc  suit. Make this 
a law S ir ' In  future, compel all judges m  this elass of eases to 
m 'lrrv the Plaintitfs, and high as is the esteem m  wlueh j'ou are now 
lield ‘hi- the people of Great B ritain , th ir ty  nuUiou hearts in thirty 
miliiou boHinis M-ill beat sliU more v\-armly towards you.

Yom- very obedient servants,
W . S. G,
Ao th t o  s .

W k have prwliu'ixl n I'lay oj 
h.(*ttrd Jmich. V/u  have enlled i t - l i '

whi(^h l)ic universe has now 
J'fi- Ih  r  : bill believe US, 8ir, 

w h«n WD say U ia tw ti have  had iid o lhcr wish in prodncint; it  than  
th a t  of a»«i6tin(t (ho ill-used  publican. 1( i s A l lb i r  Him (hat we 
hiivo now  a t  th e  p resen t m om ent m m c  th ree  tlioiipand rerormed 
d r tm k tr tU  h m nm w in? a t  th e  I'it-d'K>r. 'I'o you, )>ir, (lie first lira -  
niatiilt in Uie world-~-for suoh assured ly  you wnuhl be if yon turned 

r  yoiir m ojfuillecnt ta len ts  to  w ritin p  fur th e  StJii(«- to yon, .Sir, we 
i tp p a a l on b ehalf of our ill-u sed  couiilryun.n. AVliy should tlio 

pul)lic-hou»o b() clobO<l at. h a lf-jm st tw elve, now there  are no more 
m ebriatos in  o n r noble c ity  Y

P n lo n  theo look . S ir. to two A.V., and (hi- millions of Londoners 
‘ w ho have tiooded our Ikvxcs nnd sta lls  w ith  th e ir tears w ill Idess 
' th e  A uthors of ^ tU / o r  U<t.

AS'o liavo th» honour to rem ain,
r .  .s. AN» II. ir .

Sin,
To you, tlio brijrhtw t i?lar on th a t t̂wn^e whieli is tho World, I 

; ad<ire«« mydolf, as I  would have you beliove th a t 1 love niy eoimtry 
sTcry b it as much aa Mb. H o u c i c a v l t .

1 nave ju s t w th d raw n  for over my historical Play of Buckiughnm. 
Thotuanoii (uid tons of thousands of .Iiidpes and Jurymen, from the 
Lo&o M ayor «ownwards, declared nitrhtly for tho spaeo—w ell, for 
aronsido rsh lo  p«rio<l-~thoir fa ith  in the 'd v n astv  ot tho Stvaktc. 
To you, Sir, th«i ordy poci of our oj-voeh, 1 pi-oudly point as the man 
who ha* i t  in  bis power to remove tbo roijfuing llouse from tlie 
T w n e  «ad *0 do tard y  justice to the Irish liranch of tlio S tuauts, 

t which thoTcdcegof ain illion  admirers have olect«d to tho Throne of 
I  ta v e  strufrRled; for this I ponnod my Ohnrhs 

iA« ; for thi» I  ran down Chomwki.i,, nnd threw tho halo of a 
t  b u t a rden t imagination around ItccxiN'BiaM, T hat play w ll  
W 5 * W  a p p ^ r  ap iin  ; bu t noy oonrietions will remain tha sumo um il 
I? A w y hw d  «»Iho c rea t O hahi.m  did bofore me.

. 1 .  ^  w r itlB R  o f  t h o  Bt u a h t s , f o r  w h ic h
Italia a n d  b o i p a  a r o  r e t a i n e d  f o r  o n o  h u n d r e d  n ig h t s  in

.1 have the honour to remain
Your obedient Servant,

w . Q.W.
Vaudeville Theatre.

hundred nighta the English people have 
a t ^  theatre a play called Our Saut. In that play two 

•**.' e®n» their living by tho litorarv eraft 
:.t»^*^^yo ;o ,m :’̂ o  ,tnpst d is tin ^  adept. Thev

w e amply provided for, and-liiSsBiev

C O V ER  Y O U R  H E A D S .”

ONSIllEUINQ 
th a t Mr. Jack 
I 'ro st appears 
to he much 
inclined to 
look ill, or, 
rather, to 
look out upon 
us every now 
and then, it 
seems a great 
pi(,y that tho 
yoinig nnd 
lovely of tho 
weaker sex 
( c o u r t e s y  
title) should 
insist upou 
wearing’ rmk 
hats and bon
nets (eoiu-- 
t e s y  t i t l e  
again) cooked 
a - t o p  of 
thoir pretty ' 

/ / '■ K  little  jioads. 
Tho saying 
“  beauty un
adorned is 
adorned^ the

■ m ost” is aU 
very Well ia

the Summer time, when tho sun is powerful and th e  aky cloudless, 
but when W inter brings his snow, frost, and cruel ■^vinds, to freeze 
our lingers and to tiuti our uoses, “  dcfcnce and d e f i a n c e  ” should 
become our motto.

I t  a luyer knows th a t  the unprotected ear of his mistress is the 
victim of an attack  of neuralgia, how can he comfortably whisper 
.soft notlungs into i t?  Tho Im ps of llliBumatism and Influenza 
should be seen only in the openings of our Pantomimes. They should 
never bo allowed to iiiako the actiuaintanco of our sisters, o_ur 
sweethearts, and our wives. iSelfish m an has his U lster, w ith its 
luKsd; bu t woman—lovely woman—claims only th e  protection of 
that- ialsest of friends. Madam Fashion. And Avhat has Madam 
rashion done for her votaries? Ijittlc  good and m uch bad. I t  was 
by the command of this hardest of task-miHtrcsses tlia t maidens 
assumed robes of arsenic green, and robbed tho poor little  Dicky 
birds of their pretty  plumage. I t  w a sh y  her command th a t hoops.

and ttuse hair were rum m aged out of the  lumber-rooms of 
the 1 ast to ngurc onco again in  the drawing-room s of the Present.

Contempt follows close upon disgust when i t  is found th a t Madam 
rash ion  is not only cruel b u t stupid. The poison of the arsenic 
plight have been condoned had the colour of its  grceri been heoom- 
ing. ItiM  hats and dolls’ bonnets m ight be tolerated  were they only 
pretty . 13ut neither the dye nor tho head-dress could bIiow  the 
hall-m ark of good-taste. The mysterious is closely allied to the 
lovely, and the g irl who displays her face too fu lly  forfeits h w .  
her charm. W hat would a transform ation scene bo w ithout it*' 
p a d u a l changes ? ^  ha t would tho paintings a t  the Royal Academy 
he w ithout their fitting frames P I t  m ay  iiot bo very  gaUant to" 
ukcii tho face of a  Lauy to a picture, and y e t fapes, like  pictuMs, 
require their setting. A sensible bomiet should a c t as the traffiS to;;

iiaaiiiigfjpjfes
...
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According to Bram Stoker, Henry Irving’s friend and secretary, it had often been 

suggested to Irving during his trips to Ireland that he should play the part o f Robert 

Emmet, particularly as Irving ‘bore a striking resemblance to the Irish patriot’.' In 

1878, the first year o f his management o f London’s Royal Lyceum theatre and the 

centenary o f Em met’s birth, Irving suggested the subject o f Emmet to the playwright 

Frank Marshall who, according to Stoker, ‘was delighted with the idea, became full 

o f  it, and took the work in hand. In the shape o f a scenario it was so far advanced that 

at the end o f the second season, Irving could announce it as one o f his forthcoming 

p la y s .H o w e v e r, Irving’s production o f  The Merchant o f  Venice was so successful 

that Robert Emmet had to be postponed until the following year. It was again ready 

for production in the autumn o f 1881, but this time the popularity o f Irving’s Romeo 

and Juliet further postponed Emmet until 1882. Stoker records that when news o f the 

planned production o f Robert Emmet became known, the Lord Cham berlain’s office 

appears to have intervened in order to request that Irving abandon his plans for the 

play.^ By one account, ‘Marshall had written some really beautiful scenes around the 

Irish patriot, Emmett [5/c], but somehow Irving could never get the play to “shape” to 

his l i k i n g . T h u s  it seems that a final draft o f Robert Emmet was never submitted for 

licensing:

' Bram Stoker, Personal Reminiscences o f  Henry /n'/wg (London: William Heinemann, 1906), 2 vols, 
vol. 2, p. 133.
 ̂ Ibid.
 ̂According to John Stephens, a prohibition had existed on plays about Robert Emmet. A play 

submitted by George Dibdin Pitt, Terry Tyrone, was refused a licence in 1847 as it had Emmet as its 
hero. See John Stephens, The Censorship o f  English Drama 18 2 4 -1 9 0 1 (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1980), p. 56.

H. Chance Newton, Cues and Curtain Calls (London; John Lane, 1927), p. 43, cited in Jeffrey 
Richards, Sir Henry Irving, A Victorian Actor and his World (London and New York: Hambledon and 
London, 2005), p. 186.



The government o f the day considered that so marked and romantic a 

character as Robert Emmett and with such political views portrayed so 

forcibly and so picturesquely as would be the case with Irving, might have a 

dangerous effect on a people seething in revolt. Accordingly a ‘request’ came 

through the Lord Chamberlain’s department that Mr. Irving would not 

proceed with the production which had been announced....A s Irving was for 

the time debarred from playing the piece, when completed he let Boucicault 

have it to see what he could do with it. He did not, I think, improve it.^

Boucicault had been in London from May to December 1882, and while there he was 

involved with Irving in trying to establish a School o f Dramatic Art. However, 

according to Richard Fawkes, it was not until the summer o f 1884 that Irving passed 

M arshall’s manuscript o f Robert Emmet over to Boucicault.^

When presenting Robert Emmet as his new Irish play in Chicago in November 1884, 

Boucicault certainly did not acknowledge that the work was originally M arshall’s. It 

was announced as ‘an entirely new play by the author o f The Colleen Bawn, Arrah- 

na-Pogue, and The Shaughraun’, and was described as ‘A Spectacular and Historical 

Drama in Eighteen Scenes’.̂  Boucicault was thus aligning the play with the success 

o f his earlier Irish plays, while at the same time distinguishing it as a history play. 

That the play only opened for a four-night run suggests that Boucicault was planning 

to use Chicago as a trial before bringing it to New York. According to Fawkes, the

 ̂ Stoker, P erson a l R em iniscences o f  H enry Irving, pp. 133 -34 , 136.
 ̂ Richard Fawkes, D ion Boucicault, A B iography  (London; Quartet B ooks, 1979), pp. 2 2 0 -2 1 .  
 ̂C hicago  D aily  Tribune, 2 N ovem ber 1884, p. 15.



failure o f the play placed Boucicault in financial difficulty, which is easy to 

understand given that the play has a large cast and contains eighteen scenes set in 

different locations including a cottage in Rathfarnham, a room in Dublin Castle, a 

rocky area outside Dublin known as the Scalp, the Vice-Regal Lodge, and 

Kilmainham Jail. The fact that Robert Emmet clearly required a large production 

budget suggests that its structure was M arshall’s work as he would not have been 

restricted by budget when writing as Irving’s production values at the Lyceum were 

very high.

Robert Emmet was regarded as different to Boucicault’s popular Irish plays: the 

Chicago Daily Tribune noted that the main reason for the play’s lack o f  success was 

‘its sombre tone, which from the nature o f the subject was hardly avoidable. 

Boucicault is a master o f popular melodrama, but in this instance he fell between the

o

two stools o f  melodrama and tragedy.’ Henry Irving was renowned for playing tragic 

leads, and Marshall would have written the play around Irving’s particular acting 

abilities. In contrast, Robert Emmet did not lend itself to a comic part so therefore 

there was no obvious role for Boucicault, and at sixty-four he certainly could not 

have played Emmet. Instead he opted to play Michael Dwyer, Em m et’s staunchest 

supporter and sweetheart o f Ann [sic] Devlin. Boucicault was not criticised for his 

acting ability in the non-comic role, but for choosing to play that role. Given that he 

was admired as a comic actor, it was found to be incongruous that the character he 

played carried out a ‘cold-blooded killing’.̂  Had Boucicault completely rewritten the

* Ibid., 9 November 1884, p. 11. 
’ Ibid.



play for Chicago, he would have attempted to create a suitable role for him self as at 

that stage in his career audiences were coming to see him rather than his plays.

The fact that Robert Emmet is an heroic tragedy in itself suggests that it is not 

Boucicault’s work. While dramatic licence is necessarily taken in the play, the level 

o f historical accuracy is impressive, particularly in the small details, and is not 

suggestive o f Boucicault’s earlier plays, Irish or otherwise. For example, it is 

reported that as Lord Kilwarden lay dying and heard that his assailants were to be 

executed immediately, he endeavoured to stretch out his hand and say faintly, ‘Oh 

no,., let the poor wretches at least have a fair trial.’ In the dramatic version, 

Kilwarden raises him self and says, ‘No, let no one suffer death, excepting by due 

process o f the law’."  Such attention to detail is not evocative o f Boucicault’s 

methods and can only be the work o f a historical dramatist. A high level o f detailed 

accuracy is demonstrated throughout, particularly with regard to location and names: 

for example, while the Lord Lieutenant, Lord Hardwicke, does not appear in the play, 

his wife does and is correctly named Katherine Yorke. And the play would certainly 

have been easier and cheaper to produce had the number o f scene changes been 

reduced. In contrast, Boucicault often changed facts to suit his dramatic ends, such as 

setting The Colleen Bawn in picturesque Killarney when the real life events on which 

the play was based actually took place in Garryowen in Limerick.

Cited in Patrick M. Geoghegan, R obert Emmet, A Life (Dublin: Gill & Macmillan, 2002),  p. 179.
" R obert Emm et, in Allardyce Nicoll and F. Theodore Cloak (eds).  F orbidden  Fruit & O ther P lays by  
D ion  (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1963), p. 291.



The play is very violent, and despite the unavoidable fact that Robert Emmet was 

executed, other dramatic representations about him appear to be not so dark. In his 

examination o f six dramatic versions o f Emmet’s story, Charles Fanning declares 

that ‘Boucicault takes the prize for bloodshed’, pointing out that while sensational 

deaths close three acts o f Boucicault’s Emmet, no deaths occur on stage in any o f the 

other productions.'^ Additionally, Boucicault’s Emmet is the only one to portray any 

aspect o f the rebellion on stage, accounting for the first o f four death scenes.

While Boucicault’s sources o f inspiration for The Shaughraun and The O ’D owd  are 

easily identified, there is no evidence to suggest that he chose to write a play about 

Em m et’s life. Indeed, it is clear from the fact that Irving gave the manuscript to the 

playwright only because he could not produce it himself, that it was more a case o f 

Emmet choosing Boucicault. Therefore, the historical detail o f the play, that includes 

an accurately abridged version o f Em m et’s speech from the dock, cannot be seen as 

an indication o f Boucicault’s interest in or detailed knowledge o f events o f  1803.

Given Boucicault’s politicised rewriting o f  The O ’D owd  in 1880 and his publication 

o f the political pamphlet shortly after his withdrawal o f the play from the London 

stage, it would seem plausible to treat Robert Emmet as a later demonstration o f 

Boucicault’s patriotic nationalism. However, such a representation o f the playwright 

and the play is inaccurate. Its reception in Chicago, where it was considered sombre 

and tragic, highlights the fact that it did not contain the balance o f melodrama and 

history that Boucicault so successfully achieved in his earlier plays. Robert Emmet

'■ Charles Fanning, ‘Robert Emmet and Nineteenth-Century Irish A m erica’, N ew  H ibern ia  R eview  8: 4 
(W inter 2004 ), 73.



clearly lacked the necessary elements o f popular appeal, and Em met’s execution 

could not be replaced with the multiple-marriage plot resolution so beloved o f the 

playwright. It must therefore be concluded that Robert Emmet should be treated first 

and foremost as a work by Frank Marshall and not by Dion Boucicault.



Appendix 11

Punch

6 November 1880, p. 208
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* Vrirt.'* At.t*
fti:

T H E  O ’DOWD AT T H E  O 'D O L P H I .
■‘ Ot,R M uffnuh J.»H* n..n(ly rx w iiM . (>r.lrr» imn(^-

t vKi'jr ; a f ‘»r thp
Tfii* t» th'< of t!m O’ttn" n —

M ftr  O'lioMrn, ».'n of «n lh»h fi»h nslMtnatt. 
hiivtnir » lilurwl »nil
»t in n t tv  Ihitilin, nji t« l/>nilon,
Uk«( a likinif t« t>>«< nattip »f Wnldin^bam, bIk! 
tsritl^r th** lititum tliAt n
h»* * <;h«nrt* in Ijiitwion whern «n D’HowiI hai 
Dj*n« (»i> error whseh mifelil Moily h»T» (H“<"rv enr- 

bj" ih« nnt«'r{»rt»mjt ymifh rttnnin(t hi* eye 
fivvr tJi<> U ii of nam t'i «t t,li« O af^rnm cnt Offle*# 
in U h tfa k* r 't .I tm iin a t'k— JaiJ*B-Adroc<it» 
Ot»r.*ral'ii dejvartan-nt!, he drtip* his lri»h n»toe, 
trtiui>« owl M  « W ab iru fh a tn  —« ^ « a t  
»t (ianm* w hfre aptire  yotiiiK men are in p f » t  

by Uie for w U tzin^ 'em —and bcinnf 
an anfom m onlr nharp eh ap .h e  »»«otBplet«ly m m - 
t<>ri th e  Eoiftifh tongue th a t  by th«.tirae th« pice# 
W in s  th«r<* i«n't th e  ilisht<«t rtavonr of the  Irish  
hrt()r«« left in him . A* he has been bom and 
hr«J in Ireland, this rietory over the hro(ftte j* 
it»elf a marreJ, and qiiite pr«par«a us to expect 

p « a t thsnf* from the tAlentvd younc wman, (filkn tly  reprMenf/sd 
ty  Mr. lltx iiT  N r t i l lk ,  who ftas li««a able to accompH«n »o innpli in 
«:* >h<ir{ a lime.

Hi* n e tt h*ppy tbo-aeht i» the fcntnomtu nntion nf hormwinit 
mBttey <m thi» capttaj name of WaJsiBgham—Wakinifhain hatring^ 
Br)«r («<Kiin« bi* »tu<tk-jn-trade. This praftical joke he earric* to the 
exteljt of fooMfhty auppUed Ui him Vy
nnt) Mr, Lettit—capitiutjr played by
Mr. i , 0 . TxxUfit—un rttry inisuffieient *ecnrity.
Th« <s»n4ttct *f tht" tUh'ialeiiniaa’s iwft i» cha- 
r»rteri»tt« a{ hi* orifin. “  Fi»by it  the word,” 
a t Mr, r^TKUJlS—who doe* a (freat dc»l with 
the clt»r*et*r o{ C M iier, the man in  poseeaHna 
— would tay. /{,>mib‘y I^aKe tiadinic o tttth a t 
M tse's father u  worth coidi;* down on
him to pay h it mm'i dt^btc, and »are him from 
di»rr»*e. B at from w h ii dwjtrac* ii the 
uaa r HU friend* by thi» time know all 
aKmt biro, mttd h»»e condoned the oit«nce.
Kwb the wwUtbf widow to whom he was pay- 
ine bi* addrtM**—the only tbinft ««p*rfntly 
that he eT»f dsd pay—has tarjpren Inm, and 
aii hit nM MmicuUm have l*«n backisE Ww, 
a« O'Dmed, in h it canraaa for hi* native 
boeo-aifh, wbieh i t  t» hi* amhttion Ui T fp rm nt in Parliament.

r«rnap«ia the f»e« of a ftilnro Election Commi»»i«m there might 
h*v«i loeie diltiunlty a« to aJvanan;; »n<jh a large »nm iat 
elwijfltH e,xpea»M; but a« he hat gained the day Ijefwns the app<**r- 
aise* ot hi* erwJitor, the £iS.O(W would never ha ■re come tinder the 
bi»»d of bribery and Corrtiption. Had thii idea occtirred toany on* 
of ttem, of wqr*s the play wuuld have been bronjfht to a anddcn
termiaation in th« Thirst A ct; indeed, it need not have gone Iksyotid
the lfe«8d; and Mr. limaCMtVT would not h*T8 bjwi an ojmortwnity

of remiBdtfig n» of Mr. S a m  
BiRRT in JUi i« Corn*’
ritU, on whom lim hm  of hi» 
hoarded money has the name 
effect a* the diseorery of hii 
»«n’* awindliag bat on Daddy 
iyTh»c4.

In the l**t Aet kind old DaMy 
rceovert hia s«n*e«. in aeflortf- 
«nc« with the *ter«otyp«Kl itag:a 
pJaa of “ cW k »trtk»—he ns- 
raembera Ut Ua're heard a eJi»ck 
•trike ftt hja early ehlldhond, 
hartfa into tears," and hii re»- 
wn r«t«mi. Injitead of the elo^Jt, 

, „  ,  . It U the jwemenee of a ritua-
ttea dimikr ta one of whieh he and hi* »<« M ikt h*4 been th« 
heroe* a toot tiiS* afo. IJi»ti»ry repataitaelf; and drnmatie anlhart 
and MUm r*p««t ihenweiTe* and other peoi>l« too with more or 
U»* «?««*•.

Woil—th a t 't  alL Few j)«<»pl8 «r« interetted in Wnlttngham atta* 
O'JlMr4t ts4  all are (li»*ppi>int»d a t Mr. fejeciCAt î.T’t  not 
t  MUBklat, car«lw», Irtish §*«a»«nt throBfhom, the her« of a fennw 
ti« s ti dratna. The pieee U adMlraMir p a t on to the tta)f». Sir, 
FjtKW'i Martmy IW «  ia an exetlient eketchj an<l Mr. R, C<»iiftr»!», 
retaindiat W> metW y of hl» fa th w 'i manner, play* the dlfBewlt p*rt 

a  yi«t»it *well who in the finrf Act bf* to tm*h <»nMder»hiy, ta  «

PlIN C n, OR TH E LONDON CHARIVARI.  [X u v k h b c t c, I880.

tborotiKlily natural and nn«fT«.^<>d mann<T. He ban all the Jnsltin?* 
»f a (ririiuiiie lik'bt romiflian. Mr. J. Coot'KM p!ay» tVilfor.

i t i i f
i i'mxMHit Of

Ai» .

T*t 0*tfew» twrt tu9 O’lyywsr.

ntLti^ wmo a*>rn 
tt)

A* *’ AitKARf  \

K im  kwn T)*«DY-irr'<rooi^
X>»2!VC

/fu*#* Viwtl^r, im w«11 m iho Ari,
tim t w« 'vcr* not at ail mirpriitd wbin, on

»;>itiir U> Ireland, w« «aw him pri>j;ii>t«i lo 
be the Nhcrif! of IUlly-n»-Ciiiiih, and condiiHiwr thn 
pr'»v,f-<li:)f» with th« utTOo»t «jiirf««y and impjr- 
tiality. He did not *<cm to he r<-ctirni«<;4 by hi« 
fiirmcr eiujiliiyer, nor by any of )i*r giiMt* in whom 
ill* hud pf.'vir>«^!y been in eonstant ttttetu{»nc«; 
byt thin miKht tm chiiflj owin(E to_ hi» hartnf 
.ulnptrd a n<*w wiir, and hut havinjf pirked up th» 
Iruli i>ro(fii<t with i«« i/rti;at faciltfT m  MH« 
hi<l druppwl it. Ihu l^et O '/M trJ Lr. TnifcfiK; 
is afujut tti» usefn! and omampntal ax (he nnfor- 
tunafe widow who w»<i the eanw of the reeect 
Mcrivale and W ard litiifation. Mr. IT. T w n im  
is stall'd in' fol-mfit .VitlJffm, and Mi»» I.rfFiA Koorr, 
as Ktttf/ A t'C m l. Io<)ki le»» *' my cool ’’ than “ my 
t»>m(orlahle.’’ W hy doe* *he (fo alwnt l/tndorj 
w ihon t a lK»nnet s' Only nrange-wotnen and tioww- 
BtrU do this in town ; and snrely J M d y  O'DmrtVt 
niei.'e wouldn't have come all the way irom IrsUnd 
iike th a t f  If Mr. Boccicacxt know* rIjo did, of 
eonrae th a t ’» anffieient; bat thotnth a lirtt-rat* 
»ta(fe-raanaKer, he drtj*<m’t  know everythin?, err he 

would nifver have jjerraitted the w dden appearance of /.at/y Ilmr 
iM ielettt porjfeena powdered 
f<jotmen, in moiistaehee, toapfMiar 
for no earthly reason whatever at 
the llni*h of the Seeond Act, jnst 
to di*traet the attention of the 
aadienee and *W)il the tahlenn.
H they won’t  anave, and if  they 
must come on beeanise they ’vo 
ir«t the liveries, then let M tly  
Jtote explain their moustarke* 
a* a little eccentric faney of her 
own. M i«  FAT*MA?t plays tm iy  
J!mf- very eleverly. lin t then 
(he is very clercr in everythini?, 
tiwsoially when it  doesn’t  aait 
her in the least (like this part), 
and then tdie triumphs.

W e stayed to weloome Mr*. Mjtr.to>’ in the after-piece, and wished 
there had been wimething for her in the drama.

I'he capital litfj* trnupe i t  
•St. Oeorse’* Hall are always 
wcloome tsompany. There U 
net the slifhtest danger in 
tnw ting to A. R m iin  Lanehara 
Plaee, and the CoftsfKT (fejiis 
planted te  Uie stm e locality fn- 
’fsriably yteWt a errm of p!e«» 
»ant chaff. To ra il the derieal 
elnnent is  the aadieitee, l i e  
m anafem m t hare  wisely pro- 
Ttded th*»«jlvw  with A 
Bithop, t» d  have ea;« fed  Mi** 
UmsPKTH (Mrs. Pn*r.Mi, who 
develope* (or as a reckleiw pnn- 
»ler mjght say, de^hel> »; eon* 
siderable talent. T k t Jiantttrd 

thelateat addition to Mr. Oka nf’srep«rMVeof miwical «ketehe«, 
ta at ( ^ l  At any of it* ]^edeeewor«~which 
i t  M yti^, a fre«» deal, ih e  clever miajiery 
of the V illafa Choir i» fa ll of local eolonrinf; 
and tJrti imitation of the varioni eloek*, laelu- 
iiv« of the (diort, »h«n) American tlroepiftce, 
i» wmeUtiait t* laueh ever and remember.
The preaent “ Firat Part'* of the Entcrtain- 
me»t in illattrtited w ith e itre iae ly  fjretty 
m«»ie h» Mr. I>t05t«i, B*fS80!r, and i« css|^it«Uy 
M ed  »!l ronnd. Mr. Ai.ikkh Rk«i> in  the 
SiK>nA P art i* aeen to (freat ad ran ta fe  (in 
mor«a«Ri«« than one) a* the " F a t  Boy* out 
of '* Pitkwiek "  into s  I’oWie Sehool. ^ o th tn f 
eottld be better than h ii a*»i«nptloi« of hayieh 
bttmptiaa^Rea*, eowardfee, and (ftjod-astnre.
Mr, liKKn has lonf irince w atnred inta a  
very ecoellent eowedlan. E strem elj funny 
too f* Mr. OaAis a» a  pri(?jti«b pedaifoftMt,* 
and Hit» Enrrn Bjusrixtx i» charminfr. Alti»* 
fether, f». Oeorfe'i Hall fa fa« th e  Ouide 
ikteka would m r  of tlie Market Pomp) ’* well 
wcHh3fofaTi,jf.<'

“ (Jsrit Qr,»»o.'’

T«» Ew» a«T, 0«, 
Mtircii, T«s CN*»-


