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Summary of Contents 

 

Re-directing George Bernard Shaw: Exploring the staging of Shaw's Play-

Texts for Contemporary Audiences Through Practice as Research 

At the convergence of performance studies and Shavian studies, this 

thesis explores the staging of Shaw’s play-texts for contemporary audiences 

through Practice as Research (PaR). This document charts and analyses 

three PaR projects conducted: the creation and staging of a site-specific 

production of O’Flaherty V.C. (1915); the creation and staging of an epic 

theatre production of Pygmalion (1912); the creation and staging of an 

intermedial theatre production of The Millionairess (1935).  

A praxis of theory imbricated within practice was employed during 

the projects, in accordance with Robin Nelson’s PaR model and Richard 

Schechner’s performance process model. Applying specific performance 

styles to Shaw’s plays through intensive studio work, the projects sought to 

highlight the current socio-political relevance of the works; re-establishing 

them as pieces of vital political theatre. Each project included the public 

staging of the created performance-text, from which audience feedback was 

collected.  

By investigating Shaw’s plays through practice, the projects open-up 

a new field of research within Shavian studies and build upon the existing 

scholarship of Stanley Weintraub; Anthony Roche; Lauren Arrington; Lisa 

Wilde; Bernard Dukore; Derek McGovern; Peter Gahan; Richard Nickson; 

Nicholas Williams; Vicki Kennel.  

Experimenting with the theatre theories of Mike Pearson, Fiona 

Wilkie, Bertolt Brecht, Elin Diamond, David Barnett, Eric Wiez, Chiel 

Kattenbelt, Andy Lavender, and Robin Nelson, the projects contribute to 

performance studies scholarship in the areas of directing, performance 

processes, site-specific theatre, epic theatre and intermedial theatre. 

Furthermore, providing a substantial contribution to Irish studies, this thesis 

seeks to re-establish Shaw as a playwright of immense social importance 

within the Irish theatrical canon. 
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Introduction  

 

Although Shaw’s plays have sustained niche attention in academia, 

and a number of them have seen sustained restaging, the dramas have 

ceased to be considered as vital transgressive works. Through Practice as 

Research (PaR) this thesis confronts and challenges the perception of 

Shaw’s plays as discursive relics and period pieces. 

When first published and staged, Shaw’s plays were viewed as 

challenging pieces of political theatre, which dealt with contested themes 

and confronted established social conventions. Even the forms of the plays 

challenged theatre audiences and critics, Lisa Wilde notes, writing how 

Shaw would “lure the audience into the theatre” with “familiar 

contemporary forms” only to upset expectations by subverting the form 

during the performance.(136) 

However, writer and film producer John Wyver asserts that by the 

1950s, the perception of Shaw’s plays had changed drastically. 

[…] what had once been Shaw's bold engagement with social 

issues such as women's rights, prostitution, the arms industry, 

the Irish question and even the hypocrisies of organised 

religion could be accepted as unproblematic, especially if 

they were safely set in the context of turn-of-the-century 

costume drama.(Wyver) 

 

From here, the viewing of Shaw’s works as out-dated appears to 

have taken root. Although the Oxford Companion to Theatre and 

Performance (2010) hails Shaw as “arguably the most important English 

language playwright after Shakespeare”, the entry deems him as being 

“academically unfashionable”.(554) Moreover, while acknowledging some 

examples of innovative staging, the entry maintains that Shaw’s plays:  

  

In the English-speaking world are often staged as part of a 

classic middlebrow repertoire, generally in conservative, 

period-style productions, and works such as Heartbreak 
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House and St Joan are periodically revived as star vehicles. 

(554) 

 

Writing in 1895, Shaw asserted that “a drama with a social question 

for the motive cannot outlive the solution of that question”(Shaw on Theatre 

59–60), meaning a play addressing social concerns would cease to be 

relevant, when the social issue it addressed was solved. While it is true that 

Shaw’s plays were certainly crafted in response to specific social conditions 

of the period in which he was writing, the social issues addressed within his 

plays continue to be of prevailing concern. This being the case, it is the 

argument of this thesis that Shaw’s dramas remain today to be vital pieces 

of political theatre. Here, and throughout this thesis, I use the term ‘political 

theatre’ as defined by Michael Kirby in his 1975 article “On Political 

Theatre”. Within the article, stressing the requirement of active intent on the 

part of the theatre maker, Kirby defines political theatre as “performance 

that is intentionally concerned with government, that is intentionally 

engaged in or intentionally takes sides in politics” (129). Such political 

intent can be seen in Shaw’s plays which, through their addressing of socio-

political themes, seek to challenge the norms and operational practices of 

society. As immediately relevant political theatre, Shaw’s plays thus 

warrant, and deserve, practical investigation, to explore how to combat 

against the perception of Shaw’s works as dated period pieces. Following 

this contention my doctorial research project investigated the staging of 

Bernard Shaw’s dramas for contemporary audiences, over the course of 

three PaR projects. The practical investigation conducted explored ways by 

which to highlight the immediate relevance of the political discussions of 

Shaw’s plays, thereby drawing out the social value of the plays through 

performance.  

In 1996, investigating the locus of the word ‘performance’, Joseph 

Roach noted Victor Turner’s tracing of it to the Old French word 

‘parfournir’, which translates as ‘to furnish forth’, ‘to complete’ or ‘to carry 

out thoroughly’ (preface). Experimenting with how to thus ‘furnish forth’ 

Shaw’s play-texts for the present moment, the conducted PaR projects saw 
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the creation and staging of: a site-specific production of O’Flaherty V.C.; an 

epic theatre production of Pygmalion; and an intermedial theatre production 

of The Millionairess. While acknowledging that Shaw composed his play-

texts in response to specific social issues of his time, a key aim of each 

project was to link the socio-political issues addressed within them to their 

present conditions and manifestations, through performance. 

The specific performance styles applied to Shaw’s plays during the 

three projects were chosen after a close examination of the themes and 

contexts of the three plays. I also considered Shaw’s authorial intent as 

espoused by him within the play prefaces and other writings. Investigating 

Shaw’s treatment of the themes of gender and identity within the chosen 

plays, the projects explored societal issues surrounding: national identity; 

war; the performance of identity; the position and role of women; wealth; 

race; and exploitation. Shaw’s handling of these issues within the three 

plays were explored through the completion of intensive studio work with 

volunteer actors; the public presentation of full productions of the created 

performances; and the analysis of received audience feedback. Stemming 

from the performance style with which I was experimenting, strategies to 

link the discussions of the dramas to the current condition of the social 

issues they address, were developed and tested throughout the performance 

processes of the projects. This practice was greatly facilitated by the broad 

and dialectic approach with which Shaw addresses social concerns within 

the chosen plays. 

Following the theories of Mike Pearson and directing practices of 

Brigid Panet during the first PaR project completed, I experimented with 

combining the performance style of site-specific theatre with Shaw’s 

O’Flaherty V.C.. Strategies aimed at connecting the socio-political issues 

addressed within the play to their conditions in contemporary society, 

included the use of anachronistic props and the dissemination of contextual 

complementary material to the audience. When creating an epic theatre 

production of Shaw’s Pygmalion within the second PaR project, I followed 

the directing methods of Bertolt Brecht and drew on the theories of post-

Brechtian scholars David Barnett and Elin Diamond. Strategies aimed at 



Introduction 

11 
 

linking the social issues of the play to contemporary concerns, which were 

developed and tested within the performance process, included the 

incorporation of thematically linked anachronistic set dressing and props; 

the creation of Gestic moments and sequences; the employment of 

Brechtian anti-illusion devices; and the dissemination of complementary 

material. When combining the performance style of intermedial theatre with 

The Millionairess, during the performance process of the final PaR project, I 

followed the theory of Chiel Kattenbelt and the directing practices of Katie 

Mitchell. Experimenting with ways to link the issues of the play to their 

current manifestations, I incorporated anachronistic video clips and 

projections; utilised television and social media conventions; and 

disseminated complementary material within the created performance.  

 By illustrating ways in which the social discussions of the play-texts 

were connected to the current condition of the issues they addressed, the 

projects showed the plays not to be artefacts but vital pieces of political 

theatre. Framing of the discussions of the play-texts in contemporary 

contexts saw the created performances engage with current social thought 

and speak to the areas of cultural heritage, identity theory, and gender 

theory.    

 

Shaw as Pioneer PaR Practitioner 

 In his article  “A Dramatic Realist to His Critics”, published in the 

New Review in 1894, Shaw asserted that “A man knows what he works at, 

not what he idly stares at.” (Shaw on Theatre 19). I had determined that the 

exploration of staging George Bernard Shaw’s plays for contemporary 

audiences, conducted within this thesis, required practical investigation. On 

analysis of Shaw’s early theatre-making practices I found there to be great 

precedence for such practical investigation of his plays, as Shaw himself can 

be thought of as a pioneer research-practitioner in the art and practice of 

stagecraft or, ‘performance processes’. Over the period of 1890 to 1907 a 

dynamic, collaborative, and reciprocal relationship existed between Shaw’s 
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theatre theory and practices. A relationship which can be seen to mirror 

what Robin Nelson terms the ‘praxis’ of a theatre research-practitioner (5). 

In “The Quintessence of Ibsenism” (1891) Shaw theorised Ibsen’s 

plays, and identified in the works a new genre and class of drama; what we 

now term to be ‘naturalism’. Recognising an absence of plays of this new 

drama written for the British stage, Shaw went on to compose a number of 

them himself. Then, owing to the continuing Victorian operating practices 

of British theatre at the time, and his will to have the plays produced in the 

manner the new genre required, he felt compelled to direct and stage his 

dramas himself. Shaw’s creation and subsequent directing of these plays can 

be viewed today as pioneering Practice as Research projects.  

Following the media controversy surrounding the privately produced 

British productions of Ibsen’s Ghosts and Hedda Gabler, Shaw saw a need 

for informed criticism of Ibsen’s work, and so published his paper “The 

Quintessesnce of Ibsenism” in June 1891. Within the paper, Shaw interprets 

Ibsen’s repertoire as a collective whole, provides an individual commentary 

of each dramatic work, and critiques the published press criticism 

surrounding Ibsen. He then provides his own review of the British Ibsen 

productions, which had been privately produced as part of what Shaw 

termed, “the movement for the better education and freedom of women.” 

(Shaw on Theatre 56).  

Discussing Ibsen’s oeuvre in a wider literary context, Shaw classed 

it as a new genre; an artistic progression from rationalism and materialism. 

Identifying Ibsen as both a social pioneer and a realist, Shaw situated him 

within a lineage of other such artists. These included William Blake; Mary 

Shelley; Robert Owen; John Ruskin; and Émile Zola. Within Ibsen’s new 

genre, Shaw identified the highest kind of drama. A key characteristic of 

this drama which earned it such praise, according to Shaw, was the 

complexity of the subject matter and the focused concentration it demanded 

of the audience. Acknowledging that the new drama would cause confusion 

and irritation to those who did not understand it, Shaw maintained that it 

would nonetheless have an indelible influence on current and future 
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playwrights; prophetically asserting that the genre would ultimately change 

the very way audiences perceive theatre. 

 In 1892 Shaw completed his first play, Widowers Houses, which he 

had begun writing seven years previously, in collaboration with William 

Archer. A contribution to the new genre, he wrote it to be produced by J.C. 

Grein’s Independent Theatre. This theatre had been established in the vein 

of The Theatre Libre with the intention of facilitating and staging ‘the new 

drama’ in Britain.  In 1898 Shaw recounted the situation: 

I turned my hand to playwriting when a great deal of talk 

about ‘the new drama’ followed by the actual establishment 

of a ‘new theatre’ (The Independent), threatened, to end in 

the humiliating discovery that the New Drama, In England at 

least, was a figment of the revolutionary imagination. This 

was not to be endured. I had rashly taken up the case; and 

rather than let it collapse I manufactured the evidence. (Plays 

Pleasant and Unpleasant II: Pleasant Plays, The Works of 

Bernard Shaw vii)  

 

It is noteworthy that Shaw uses the word “evidence” to describe the play in 

his account, as Robin Nelson asserts that when conducting PaR, though the 

research inquiry is not identical to the practice, it is evidenced by it (10). 

Shaw’s research inquiry of how to create a work of the new drama for the 

British stage had been evidenced by his creation of Widower’s Houses.   

Shaw continued to add to the new genre, writing ten more plays of the new 

drama for the British stage over the next eight years (1892-1900). However, 

owing to the condition of the British theatre industry, Shaw was not able to 

get all of his plays immediately produced; and those that were staged were 

not produced in the required manner. This, presumably, did not come as a 

shock to Shaw as, within the appendix to “The Quintessence of Ibsenism”, 

he had discussed the ways in which the new kind of drama was not 

compatible with the established conditions of the British theatre industry of 

the time. These conditions included the actor-manager producing system; 

the star actor system; censorship; and the dominant acting method of 

portraying stock-characters. Here, Shaw asserted that the complexity of 

Ibsen’s characters would puzzle conventional actors. This, he maintained, 

would lead the majority of established actors to instinctively “de-Ibsenise” a 
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play of the new drama in performance; by “constantly striving to get back to 

familiar ground by reducing his part to one of the stage types with which he 

is familiar” (Shaw on Theatre 1).  

 Two key problems of the situation were that in Britain there 

was no formal actor training (as acting was largely an inherited trade) and 

that the creative and unifying role of the director, as we know it, did not yet 

exist. As Innes asserts, the new drama: 

 

[…] required objectivity in presentation and individualized 

characterisation, as well as placing significant emphasis on 

social context (both in environmental and biological terms). 

On the stage such qualities translate into psychological detail, 

creating a demand for something more than a stage-manager. 

(30) 

 

However, the established system of the time saw the actor-manager 

of the theatre co-ordinate the productions. This practice led, according to 

Innes, to productions which privileged spectacle and revolved around the 

actor-manager (who invariably played the leading role) (27). Moreover, 

though realism was at the time being employed in theatrical staging, the 

systematic unification of theatrical practices in terms of sound, lighting, 

costume, set, and acting, required by naturalism, was not yet widely 

practiced. In 1892, when Shaw completed Widowers Houses, Stanislavski’s 

Moscow Art theatre was six years from being established, and Craig’s “The 

Art of Theatre” was not to be published for a further seven years after that.  

It was this situation that led Shaw to embark on directing his own 

plays, taking creative control of their staging; effectively engaging in PaR 

directing projects. Within these projects he experimented with staging and 

directing methods, with the objective of determining how best to realise his 

plays on stage. The first of these projects was his directing of Arms and The 

Man in 1894. Within this enterprise Shaw engaged in all areas of the 

production process; providing costume and set designs as well as taking into 

consideration audience sightlines. We are encouraged to believe that Shaw 

viewed the directing of his new dramas as experiments, by the advice he 
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gave to actor Janet Achurch on how to lecture on Ibsen, the following year 

(1895). Shaw advised her to explain to her audience how vital a role the 

actor plays in the history and development of the drama, writing:   

The drama progresses by a series of experiments made on the 

public by actors and actresses with new plays. The public 

may determine the result of the experiment; but the public 

never makes the experiment. (Shaw on Theatre 54) 

 

One failed directing experiment embarked on by Shaw was his 

attempted production of You Never Can Tell, in collaboration with actor-

manager Cyril Maude at the Haymarket Theatre in 1897. During this 

project, Shaw’s instinct that conventional actors would find the new drama 

challenging was proven correct. A key cause of the experiment’s failure was 

that Shaw did not have authority over casting. William Armstrong writes 

that You Never Can Tell caused immediate difficulties among the actors; 

who viewed plays as vehicles through which to display their talents and gain 

notoriety: 

Maude’s leading lady refused the part of Gloria because the 

first entrance of this character is silent and she has to sit for 

some time without any reference being made to her. Two 

other members of Maude’s company threw up their parts 

soon after rehearsals began; one of them complained that her 

part had ‘no laughs and no exits’ (348-349) 

 

Shaw cancelled the production just two weeks into rehearsals and 

would later write that he had to withdraw the play to avoid a “fiasco” 

(Bernard Shaw: Theatrics 41).  

Due to censorship and actor-managers’ unwillingness to bill his 

plays, Shaw got little chance overall to engage in practical directorial 

research, or even see his plays directed by others, in his first ten years as a 

playwright. Eventually however, the opportunity for Shaw to produce his 

plays and engage in a sustained series of directing projects, came when 

Harley Granville-Barker and J.E. Vedrenne’s were appointed managers of 

The Court theatre. During their three-year tenure form 1904 to 1907, Shaw 

was playwright-in-residence and directed eleven of his plays at The Court 

theatre. William Armstrong notes that, having a specific vision for how his 
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plays were to be staged and played, Shaw opted to direct his dramas 

himself, rather than calling on the services of Granville-Barker: “Granville-

Barker's delicate art reminded him of Debussy, whereas what he wanted for 

his plays was a style like Verdi's.” (353) 

During his time at The Court theatre Shaw had full creative control 

over the staging of his plays and, as The Court actors operated on an 

ensemble basis, the star-actor problem, as experienced by Shaw when first 

attempting to produce You Never Can Tell, was not an issue.  Thus, Shaw 

was able to engage in sustained experimentation on staging his plays for 

British audiences, in the style demanded by the new genre. Shaw also 

finally managed to premier The Philanderer and Mrs Warren’s Profession, 

at The Court; both of which he had written in 1897. In his reviews of the 

Granville-Barker seasons at The Court theatre, Desmond Mac Carthy 

claimed the acting showed “actuality in gesture, diction, and sentiment”. He 

gave Shaw’s first production, Candida, a very positive review, deeming it 

“among the best Mr. Shaw has written.” (Dolgin ch4) After Shaw’s tenure 

at The Court theatre, whether directing the production or not, Shaw 

continued to coach the actors playing characters in his plays through 

conversations and letters.  

Shaw later disseminated the insights into theatre directing he had 

gained from these practical experiences via his articles “The Art of 

Rehearsal” (1922) and “Rules for Directors” (1949) (Shaw on Theatre). 

Published in response to a letter from a colleague requesting advice on stage 

techniques, Shaw’s “The Art of Rehearsal” contains specific instructions on 

how to organise and conduct rehearsals, and how to engage with the actors. 

In his “Rules for Directors”, written when the authorial role of the 

twentieth-century theatre director had become established
1
, Shaw aimed to 

provide guidance to burgeoning directors. Along with giving specific 

instructions and advice on how to conduct rehearsals, the paper provides a 

brief overview of the history of staging in British theatre, an insight into 

                                                             
1 Christopher Innes does not give a date for when this authorial role can be thought to have 

been officially established, but cites Max Reinhardt as the first individual to qualify for the 

title of auteur-director, as called for by the theory of Gordon Craig (150)  
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Shaw’s perspective of playwriting, and addresses the overall function of a 

director.  

Considering Shaw as a pioneer research-practitioner and 

acknowledging that his plays were written as pieces of experimental theatre, 

challenges assumptions regarding him as a playwright. It also supports 

Weintraub’s assertion, in his article “Shaw for the Here and Now”, that 

“Shaw has given us creative opportunities by principle and by practice.” 

(12) While Shaw asserted that plays of the new social drama would date and 

cease to be interesting when the social problem it addressed was solved, this 

is not yet the case where his own dramatic works are concerned. This is 

owing to many of the socio-political issues addressed throughout his oeuvre, 

being of prevailing concern in contemporary society. This thesis, in arguing 

that his plays are not the museum pieces some consider them to be, explored 

how to stage Shaw’s plays for contemporary audiences through practice; 

just as he had done in the early stages of his career.  However, as naturalism 

has become the dominant form of theatrical expression, it is not the 

experimental theatre style it was in Shaw’s time. Therefore, the 

reinvigoration of Shaw’s plays for contemporary audiences requires 

experimentation with non-naturalistic staging techniques. Thus, aiming to 

highlight the prevailing social relevance of Shaw’s plays to contemporary 

society, this thesis conducted such experimentation on Shaw’s O’Flaherty 

V.C., Pygmalion, and The Millionairess. 

  

Situating the Conducted Research 

Investigating the staging of Shaw’s dramas for contemporary 

audiences through PaR, this thesis lies at the convergence of performance 

processes, namely directing praxis, and Shavian Studies. Exploring how to 

realise contemporary interpretations of Shaw’s plays through performance, 

the completed projects engaged directly with current Shavian scholarship. 

The thesis also builds on the theories of theatre and performance scholars in 

the fields of site-specific theatre, epic theatre and intermedial theatre, via the 
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practical application of diverse performance techniques to Shaw’s canonical 

works undertaken within the projects.  

 

(i) Performance processes 

Adding to Performance Studies, this thesis explores and builds upon 

the theory of established performance process scholars: Mike Pearson; 

David Barnett; Elin Diamond; Andy Lavender; and Chiel Kattenbelt. It also 

experiments with the instructive writings of theatre makers Bertolt Brecht, 

Brigid Panet, and Katie Mitchell.  

By experimenting with the application of specific directing 

approaches, this thesis is a considerable addition to the growing scholarship 

of directing theory. Comprised of practical experimentation with Shaw’s 

plays, the completed PaR projects analysed within this thesis help to further 

understanding of directing processes. Thus, the thesis builds upon the work 

of directing process scholars Christopher Innes and Simon Shepherd.  

In the Cambridge Introduction to Theatre Directing, Innes, a scholar 

of both directing theory and Shavian studies, traces the evolution of the 

theatre director. Here, he highlights Shaw’s directing of his own dramatic 

works as an important contribution to the development of the role of the 

theatre director, as we now know it. Innes explores the working methods of 

over twenty directors under the categories of: directors of theatricality; epic 

theatre directors; director auteurs; directors of ensemble theatre; and 

directors of collaboration and improvisation. In doing this he addresses the 

wider social and political implications of their work. This thesis builds on 

Innes’ research, through the practical investigation of directing Shaw’s 

works in the specific performance styles of site-specific theatre, epic theatre 

and intermedial theatre. Each chapter details the practical, theoretical, and 

aesthetic elements of the directing processes of each project, as well as 

reflecting on the social and political implications of the created 

performances. 

This thesis also builds on Simon Shepherd’s sustained scholarship 

on directing processes; throughout which he explores the role of the director 
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in contemporary theatre practices. Challenging assumptions in his seminal 

work, Direction, Shepherd provokes discussion regarding the functions and 

requirements of the role; exploring the processes by which directors 

effectively organise the performance and add new meaning to an existing 

text.  The completed PaR projects analysed within this thesis speak to this 

area of Shepherd’s research, as they sought to imprint contemporary 

meaning onto the socially centred play-texts in performance, through the 

application of specific directing techniques.   

 

(ii) Irish studies and Shavian studies 

Although an Irish-born playwright, Shaw has not traditionally been a 

particularly favoured figure of study in Irish academic institutions. Despite 

the considerable influence of Shaw on the development of Irish Drama, 

Anthony Roche details how the Irish playwright has been consistently 

marginalised in the Irish canon. In his book, The Irish Dramatic Revival 

1899-1939, Roche characterises Shaw as an absent presence within the 

recorded history of the Irish Dramatic Revival. He details how, despite his 

notable contributions of Blanco Posnet and John Bull’s Other Island, 

Shaw’s participation in the movement has been virtually ignored (79). 

Roche asserts that this marginalisation and enduring insbg2tttatitutional bias 

against Shaw’s works stems from Yeats’s ambivalence towards Shaw (80); 

an attitude rooted in the pronounced difference between their literary styles, 

and Yeats’s territorial discomfort towards Shaw’s close friendship with 

Lady Gregory (94).  

While Shavian studies has maintained an internationally sustained 

focus on Shaw’s dramatic works, over time this has become an increasingly 

niche area of theatre scholarship. Writing in 2005, Stanley Weintraub 

discussed the stagnated condition of Shavian discourse in academia. 

Although maintaining that Shaw had the potential to become “more broadly 

vital again”(21), Weintraub painted a bleak picture of the situation:  

At present, a doctoral dissertation on Shaw is almost surely a 

license to wait on tables or drive a taxi. As a result, study of 

Shaw in universities, but for a play or two, has nearly ceased, 
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and productions in academic settings have diminished to 

nearly nothing. (20–21) 

 

Recent years have, however, seen a resurgence of interest in Shaw, 

both in academic and mainstream public discourse; leading him to become 

more broadly vital again, as Weintraub envisioned. This PaR thesis 

contributes to this recovering interest in Shaw and his dramas. 

Manifestations of this Shavian resurgence include the publications 

of: the GB Shaw Florida book series; George Bernard Shaw in Context by 

Brad Kent (2015); Shaw, Synge, Connolly, and Socialist Provocation by 

Nelson O’Ceallaigh Ritschel (2011); and the SHAW journal’s increase to a 

bi-annual publication in 2015.  Concurrently in Ireland, a resurgence of all-

things-Shavian has been operating on multiple platforms. In 2012, the 

International Shaw Society’s annual conference was held for the first time in 

Dublin. A large event, it was opened by the president Michael D. Higgins 

and saw the attendance of a number of high-profile Shavian scholars 

including: Nicholas Grene; Nelson O’Ceallaigh; and Peter Gahan. Notable 

publications focusing on Shaw by Irish scholars since the conference 

include “Shaw and the Revival: The Absent Presence” by Anthony Roche, 

the fifth chapter within his book The Irish Dramatic Revival 1899-1939 

(2015); Bernard Shaw’s Irish Outlook by David Clare (2016); Judging 

Shaw by Fintan O’Toole (2017); and Shaw and the Making of Modern 

Ireland (forthcoming) edited by Audrey McNamara and Nelson O’Ceallaigh 

Ritschel.  

Outside of academia, the ongoing decade of Irish centenaries 

commemorating the events of 1913-1923 has seen a number of articles by 

Ed Mulhall centred on G.B. Shaw and published within Century Ireland 

(RTE’s online historical newspaper). Also, notably, after having not 

produced a Shaw play for a decade, Ireland’s national theatre, the Abbey, 

has to date staged five Shaw productions since 2010: Pygmalion (2011); 

John Bull’s Other Island (2011); Major Barbara (2013); Heartbreak House 

(2014); and You Never Can Tell (2015). The renewed interest in Shaw 

extended to Irish television in December 2017, with RTE’s documentary on 
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G.B. Shaw My Astonishing Self, presented by Gabriel Byrne. This PaR 

project contributes to this resurgent interest, calling for Shaw’s plays to be 

reinterpreted and approached as vital pieces of transgressive political 

theatre, open to creative staging; reasserting the importance of Shaw in the 

Irish literary canon.  

 As noted, within academia Shavian studies has seen a sustained 

focus on Shaw’s works, as evidenced by the long running journal SHAW: 

The Journal of Bernard Shaw Studies. The vast majority of this existing 

scholarship approaches Shaw’s dramas as pieces of dramatic literature: there 

to be read and studied, and not as blueprints for potential performances. 

Critical interpretations of the plays have largely taken a biographical, 

psychological, or historiographical approach, with those providing a 

sociological or political reading of the plays mainly focusing on the cultural 

context during which the plays were written. Such papers include: 

“Landlord Tenant (Non)Relations in the Work of Bernard Shaw” (2016) by 

David Clare; “The Devil Inside: London’s Slums and the crisis of Gender in 

Shaw’s Widowers Houses” (2012) by Sandra Joy Russell; “How to Win an 

Election” (2011) by Bernard F. Dukore; and “Shaw, Ireland, and World War 

I: O’Flaherty V.C., an Unlikely Recruiting Play” (1999) by Terry Phillips.  

It seldom happens that Shavian scholarship connects the social 

issues addressed in the plays to contemporary social concerns. This is 

possibly due to the speed at which specific current social concerns can 

change. Scholars, who have connected the content of Shaw’s plays to 

current affairs, have acknowledged the need for the particular play to be 

staged for their interpretation to be tested and realised. For example, in 2010 

Victor Merriman advocated for a new Irish production of John Bull’s Other 

Island; informed by the play’s preface it would seek to draw on the play’s 

capacity to “articulate the contradictions that have emerged in independent 

Ireland around economy, nation, and culture.” (226) 

By applying twenty-first century thought to Shaw’s plays, and 

exploring how contemporary interpretation of the dramas impact upon 

staging practices, this thesis builds upon and substantially extends existing 

Shavian scholarship.  Acknowledging that owing to the ephemeral nature of 
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theatre, a performance of any play-text is a social construct created for, and 

in the context of, the present moment; the conducted PaR projects explored 

Shaw’s discussion of societal affairs in relation to current society. Aiming to 

connect the ideas of the plays to immediate specific current affairs and 

investigate ways of incorporating contemporary interpretations of the 

dramas into staged productions, I developed and applied experimental 

staging strategies to the play-texts during the PaR projects.  

While a number of Shavian scholars have looked at performance 

processes in relation to Shaw’s plays, they have traditionally focused on the 

original staging of the dramas. This includes Bernard Dukore’s sustained 

research on Shaw’s theatre making practices, as seen within his publications 

Bernard Shaw, Director (1971) and Shaw’s Theatre (2000). Further notable 

contributions in this area include: “George Bernard Shaw: The Playwright 

as Producer”, by William Armstrong (1965); Shaw and the Actresses 

Franchise League: Staging Equality, by Ellen Ecker Dolgin (2015); “John 

Bull’s Other Island: Taking the Bull to Ireland”, by Audrey Mc Namara 

(2012); “Shades of Local Colour: Pygmalion and its Translation and 

Reception in Central Europe, 1913-1914”, by Peter Conolly Smith (2009).  

Often when recent scholarship has addressed the contemporary 

staging of Shaw’s plays, the research has largely presented theoretical 

staging ideas, and has drawn on examples from professional productions. 

When I embarked on this project, no research had analysed full case-studies 

relating to the creative process behind the staging of Shaw’s dramas. 

Overall, articles regarding the contemporary staging of Shaw’s plays 

provided little to no insight into the practical creation process undertaken, in 

producing contemporary Shavian productions. This thesis sought to fill this 

gap in Shavian Studies, both by testing theoretical staging ideas posed 

within existing Shavian scholarship, and by providing a comprehensive 

account of the performance processes of the completed PaR projects  

Within his article “How Much?: Understanding Money in Major 

Barbara”(2016), Bernard F. Dukore discusses the importance of the 

monetary values within Major Barbara, as signifiers of meaning in 

reference to Thomas Picketty’s Capital in the Twentieth Century. By 
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converting the monetary figures contained in the play to their equivalent 

2016 values, Dukore illustrates that they can provide a greater 

understanding of Major Barbara’s narrative and social message to readers, 

teachers, and audience members. The article, however, does not provide any 

examples of the monetary figures being given to audience members in any 

staged productions. During my third PaR project, as detailed in Chapter 3, I 

engaged with Dukore’s theoretical staging idea and built on his research, by 

experimenting with providing contemporary conversions of the monetary 

figures referenced within The Millionairess, during performance.  

Comparing Shaw’s three editions of Pygmalion Derek McGovern, in 

his article “From Stage Play to Hybrid Shaw’s Three Editions of 

Pygmalion” (2011), discusses the evolution of the play via Shaw’s 

revisions. Discussing the original staging of the play, McGovern explores 

potential challenges the different editions may pose for directors. Although 

the article provides staging examples from contemporary professional 

productions, it does not include any contextual or creative insights from the 

directors of these productions; a full case study; a practical investigation of 

the play. In its analysis of the performance process of creating an epic 

theatre production of Pygmalion, this thesis engages and builds upon 

McGovern’s work. Informing my praxis, the article influenced my decision 

to utilise the original 1912 play-text within the project. This led me engage 

with one of the staging challenges of the 1912 play-text, addressed by 

Shaw’s revisions, through practice the underdeveloped role of Freddie as a 

love interest for Eliza. 

Asserting that Shaw’s early championing of Ibsen led to his 

becoming erroneously pigeon-holed as a playwright of realism, Lisa Wilde, 

in her article “Shaw’s Epic Theatre” (2006), makes a strong case for a move 

away from naturalism in the directing of Shaw’s plays. Discussing Neil 

Munro’s 2003 Shaw Festival production of Misalliance, Wilde advocates 

for the application of non-realist Brechtian devises to Shaw’s plays. The 

article, however, focuses solely on Misalliance and offers no insight into 

Munroe’s creative process when applying  Brechtian techniques to Shaw’s 

play. Filling a practical gap in her theory, the comprehensive account of the 
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creative process behind the application of Brechtian devices to Pygmalion, 

undertaken within this thesis, as detailed in Chapter 2, builds on Wilde’s 

research.  

In his article “Shaw for the Here and Now”, Stanley Weintraub 

candidly laments the decline of Shavian discourse and play productions in 

universities. Championing the need for Shaw’s plays to be confronted with 

innovative staging methods, Weintraub poses staging ideas and gives 

examples of techniques employed in contemporary Shaw productions. 

However, the article does not offer a full analysis of any one play from a 

directorial perspective. Nor does the paper give an insight into the creative 

process behind any of the referenced productions. This thesis provides the 

rigorous practical investigation of the staging of Shaw’s plays for 

contemporary audiences, called for by Weintraub. Furthermore, it gives a 

full account of the performance process of each project and analyses the 

audiences’ responses to the created performances.   

Notably, the first issue of the SHAW journal this year (Vol 38, issue 

1), “Shaw in Performance”, addresses the contemporary staging of Shaw’s 

plays from a variety of perspectives. Marking a shift in the journal’s focus 

towards the practical production of Shavian dramas, this special issue 

demonstrates the call for theory relating to the staging of Shaw’s plays; an 

area which requires the conduction of practical research on Shaw’s dramas. 

This change in focus by SHAW may be a timely one, as Shaw’s works are 

due to go out of copyright in most of the English-speaking world in 2020. 

Within the journal: John McInerney draws on his experience of directing 

Arms and the Man for a community theatre company; Susan Frances Russell 

discusses a possible feminist staging of Saint Joan for contemporary 

audiences, with reference to the recent rock musical Joan of Arc: into Fire; 

Mary Christian explores the modernizing of Shaw’s play-texts through 

performance, using Peter Hinton’s 2015 production of Pygmalion as a case 

study. While my research is in conversation with these papers, it also stands 

apart. This is due to my research being concentrated on alternative Shaw 

play-texts, and the fact that my practical investigations of the plays were 
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conducted as PaR projects; during which, the performance processes of the 

projects were led by research inquiries.  

Focusing on drawing out the relevancies of Shaw’s plays for 

contemporary audiences, the PaR projects drew on established criticism 

while connecting the ideas of the plays to the current condition of the social 

issues they address. By exploring the issues of war, national identity, 

performance of identity, distribution of wealth, class, and exploitation of the 

vulnerable, the projects engaged with contemporary discourses in gender 

studies, cultural heritage, Irish studies, and media-studies.  

 

Methodology 

 

Within his investigation of the meaning of the word ‘performance’, 

as previously discussed, Joseph Roach drew attention to Richard Bauman’s 

identification of the word as relating to “the actual execution of an action as 

opposed to its potential” (3). When conducting the PaR projects, I 

approached Shaw’s plays not as completed works of art, but as play-texts; 

blueprints or prompts for potential performances. My approach towards 

Shaw’s plays in this regard finds a legacy of support from diverse theatre 

practitioners, who voiced the belief that a play only becomes fully realised 

in performance. Brecht stated that “proper plays can only be understood 

when performed” (15) and Grotowski maintained that the text “becomes 

theatre only through the actors' use of it” (5). The eighteenth-century 

playwright and philosopher, Denis Diderot, in his The Paradox of Acting 

asserted that: 

[…] even with the clearest, the most precise, the most forceful of 

writers, words are no more, and never can be more, than symbols, 

indicating a thought, a feeling or an idea; symbols which need 

action, gesture, intonation, and a whole context of circumstances, to 

give them full significance. (34) 

 

Taking Shaw’s play-texts to be the starting symbols of meaning, the 

plays became fully realised in performance following my utilisation of 
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specific directing methods and application of staging strategies derived from 

the performance style with which I was experimenting. Part of this process 

was the staging of full productions of the created performances to public 

audiences: a site-specific production of O’Flaherty V.C.; an epic theatre 

production of Pygmalion; an intermedial production of The Millionairess. 

 

(i) Research methods 

During the thesis project I followed Robin Nelson’s multi-mode 

epistemogical PaR model, in conjunction with Richard Schechner’s 

Performance Processes model.  The course of each PaR project followed 

Schechner’s Performance Process model, with Robin Nelson’s PaR model 

employed during each of the three stages of the performance process (the 

proto-performance, performance, and aftermath). Schechner’s Performance 

Process model (fig. 0.1.) presents the process of performance creation as a 

time-space sequence; and Nelson’s PaR model (fig. 0.2.) demands a praxis 

of theory imbricated within practice (5). 
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Fig. 0.1.  Richard Schechner’s Performance Process Model 

Source: Performance Studies: An Introduction, (Routledge, 

2002) P191.  

 

Schechner presents the performance process as a time-space 

sequence and divides the process into three distinct stages: the proto-

performance; the performance; the aftermath. He then sub-divides these 

stages into ten parts. After explaining his conception of each of these ten 

part, Schechner states that the model is not prescriptive and is not meant as a 

strait-jacket (191). As the performance processes of my PaR projects were 

fundamentally research focused, the activities conducted during each part of 

the process were guided by the purpose of establishing new knowledge. To 

this end, I employed Nelson’s PaR model during each stage of the 

performance process.  

 

 

 

 



Introduction 

28 
 

 

Fig. 0.2.  Robin Nelson’s multi-mode epistemological model for PaR 

Source: Practice as Research in the Arts: Principles, 

Protocols, Pedagogies, Resistances; (Palgrave Macmillan 

2013) P.37. 

 

In his book, Practice as Research in the Arts, Nelson quotes Bolt’s 

assertion that PaR requires, “A double articulation between theory and 

practice whereby theory emerges from a reflexive practice at the same time 

as practice is informed by theory.” (29) Advocating a praxis of theory 

imbricated within practice, (5) the core of Nelson’s PaR model is intelligent 

practice. Nelson explains how this requires a cyclical relationship between 

what he terms ‘Know-that’ (cognitive propositional knowledge such as 

theory and conceptual frameworks), ‘Know-how’ (experiential embodied 

knowledge), and ‘Know-what’ (tacit knowledge made explicit through 

critical reflection) (40–47). For Nelson, this is effectively mobilised through 

regular critical reflection of practice, ideally employed with an intellectual 

diagnostic rigour. He writes that ultimately, his PaR model:  

 

[…] seeks a means to establish as fully as possible an 

articulation of ‘liquid knowing’ and a shift through 

intersubjectivity into the know-what of shared and 

corroborated soft knowledge, in turn resonating with the 

harder know-that of established conceptual frameworks (60)  
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I was equipped with the required Know-how to complete the PaR 

projects of this thesis, as characterised by Nelson, owing to my formal 

education and experiences as a theatre maker. Before embarking on the 

project, I held an MA in Text and Performance from RADA and Birkbeck, 

University of London, and had worked for four years as a freelance director 

and playwright in Ireland. I had produced my own work as a director and 

had freelanced as an assistant director and ASM on professional 

productions. I also possessed a background in student amateur drama. 

While I am not an expert in the specific performance styles of site-

specific theatre, epic theatre, or intermedial theatre, I was familiar with each 

style upon entering into the project. Experimentation with these three 

separate performance styles, with which I was familiar but not an expert, is 

congruent with Nelson’s advocating of de-familiarisation. He writes: 

 

While education and training afford the know-how of 

process, new sparks are often struck by taking the risk of 

(re)invention in a leap of de-familiarisation.(28) 

 

A defining feature of PaR projects, as opposed to other artistic 

endeavours, according to Nelson, is the specification of a research enquiry 

at the outset of the project (29). The research questions driving my PaR 

projects were: 

 How to enable the ideas and discussions of Shaw’s play-texts to 

transcend the time-period and place in which they were written, 

through performance. 

 How to represent and communicate the contemporarily relevant 

social concerns regarding gender, class, and identity contained in the 

play-texts in an effective manner, so that they provoke social and 

political debate, in the way that Shaw originally intended.  

 How to combine specific performance styles with contemporary 

theoretical interpretations of Shaw’s plays, through performance. 
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When applying the performance style of site-specific theatre to 

Shaw’s O’Flaherty V.C. within the first PaR project, I employed the 

conceptual framework of site-specific theatre, developed by Mike Pearson. 

During the project my practice was further informed by the theory of 

scholars Lauren Arlington; Terry Phillips; Nelson O’Ceallaigh Ritschel; 

Marvin Carlson; Nuala C. Johnson; and theatre practitioner Brigid Panet. In 

referencing Dublin Castle, Limerick, and the destroyed city-centre of post-

rebellion Dublin, within the later added preface to O’Flaherty V.C., Shaw 

acknowledges the importance of land and history of place in Irish culture. 

The importance of place in Irish culture, and the play’s strong connection to 

Galway, specifically Coole Park, influenced my decision to apply the 

performance style of site-specific theatre to O'Flaherty V.C.. Today a 

National Heritage Site, and historically the nucleus of the National literary 

revival, the site of Coole Park connects thematically to the play’s focus on 

nationalism and national patriotism.  

Owing to Brecht and Shaw's shared vision of utilising theatre to 

enact social reform, I chose for my second PaR project to explore 

Pygmalion through the performance style of epic theatre. Notably, in 1926 

Brecht published an article entitled “Three Cheers for Shaw”, lauding 

Shaw’s dialectic works. Throughout the performance process of the project, 

I followed the methodology of Bertolt Brecht, and drew on the theories of 

David Barnett; Elin Diamond; Celia Marshik; Nicholas Williams; Brigid 

Panet; Rudolf Laban.  

Within the third PaR project, when applying the performance style 

of intermedial theatre to The Millionairess, I followed the directing practices 

of Katie Mitchell. I also consulted the theories of: Chiel Kattenbelt; Patrick 

Lonergan; Richard Nickson; Philip Auslander; Bernard F. Dukore; Robin 

Nelson; Sarah Bay-Cheng; and Andy Lavender. I elected to explore the play 

through intermedial theatre, as the performance style facilitated the 

addressing of the prevalent role of mediatisation and digitalisation in our 

contemporary globalised society. A further influencing factor was my 

identification of a thematic link between Shaw's presentation of 
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duplicitousness in society within the play, to the current role of social media 

in contemporary society. 

Referencing Gilbert Ryle, Nelson asserts “it is the essence of 

intelligent practice that one performance is modified by its predecessors” 

(61). Thus, it can be noted that the insights generated from the first project 

added to the Know-how of the second project. Similarly, knowledge and 

insights acquired from the first and second project afforded increased 

Know-how for the third project. 

It can be observed that, owing to the inclusion of detailed stage and 

setting instructions, Shaw’s play-texts are extremely visual. Drawing on 

Shaw’s utilisation of the stage scenography to contribute meaning to the 

plays, and influenced by my own preferred visually-conscious directing 

style, a semiotic focused approach was favoured during the performance 

processes of each PaR project. This approach is seen in the application of 

the performance styles and the created performances. My understanding of 

semiology in theatre making within the project was informed by the 

sustained scholarship of Patrice Pavis on the subject.  

Writing in 1985, Patrice Pavis noted that the audience is the central 

component of reception (211). Thus, as the focus of this thesis project was 

the staging of Shaw’s play-texts for contemporary audiences, my 

methodology included producing publicly staged full productions of the 

play-texts. These performances were not merely public showings of the 

work created during the studio sessions of the proto-performance period but 

were themselves part of the practice-based research. Aiming to attract a 

wide public audience, I marketed the public productions through online 

event pages, newspaper, flyers, and posters (fig. 0.3.). Audience feedback 

questionnaires were distributed after the single public performance of 

O’Flaherty V.C., the final two performances of Pygmalion, and the final 

three performances of The Millionairess. These questionnaires, completed 

and returned by the audience members on a volunteer basis, were then 

analysed during the aftermath period of the performance process.  
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During the aftermath period of the conducted performance 

processes, both academic theory and the received audience feedback 

informed my critical reflection and final analysis of the created 

performance, and project as a whole.  

 

 

Fig. 0.3. Marketing posters for the public showings of O’Flaherty 

V.C.; Pygmalion; and The Millionairess, staged within the 

conducted PaR projects  

Source: Aisling Smith, JPEG, 2017. 

 

(ii) Questionnaires 

Within each project I utilised questionnaires to collect audience 

feedback in response to the created productions. In their book, Using 

Research Methods: A Guide for Researchers, David Wilkinson and Peter 

Birmingham discuss questionnaires as a research instrument. According to 

Wilkinson and Birmingham the benefits of utilising questionnaires as 

research tools are that they can enable the collection of large amounts of 

data with minimal effort, are financially cost effective, and can protect 

respondent anonymity. A reliable and manageable data gathering tool, 

questionnaires allow the researcher to direct how the topic of analysis is 

approached, enabling the researcher to keep control of the research focus 

(Wilkinson and Birmingham 39).  
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When considering potential negative aspects of utilising 

questionnaires as a research instrument, Wilkinson and Birmingham note 

that as questionnaires are a widely used research tool, researchers can be 

forced to compete for respondents’ time and patience when supplying them. 

Furthermore, the pair assert that due to their ease of production, 

questionnaires can result in the collection of an excessive amount of data 

(Wilkinson and Birmingham 39).  

Having noted that, when used correctly, questionnaires can provide 

“rich data in a format ready for analysis and simple interpretation”(8), 

Wilkinson and Birmingham assert that the major limitations of 

questionnaires as a research tool are predominately due to poor 

questionnaire design by the researcher (33). Poor design can include 

leading, complicated, irritating questions or a surplus of open-ended 

questions. While open ended questions are beneficial in questionnaires, they 

require more effort on the part of the respondent and therefore the number 

included should be limited (Wilkinson and Birmingham 33–37). 

Furthermore, the pair warn that if adequate time is not provided to 

respondents to fill them out, questionnaires can result in the collection of 

superficial data (Wilkinson and Birmingham 39). 

Following best practice, as discussed by Wilkinson and 

Birmingham, the questionnaires used during the projects incorporated a 

range of question styles, including closed questions; multiple-choice 

questions; open-ended questions; scale item questions (10). Wilkinson and 

Birmingham purpose that to maximise response rates the researcher should 

consider supplying a cover letter with their questionnaire (16). While I did 

not supply a cover letter with the questionnaires, following the public 

performances I explained to the audience that the play they had viewed was 

produced as a PhD research project. I then asked if they would fill-out a 

feedback questionnaire to aid in this process. The supplied questionnaires 

were filled out anonymously and could be completed in twenty minutes. 

Unfortunately, owing to time constraints, I was not able to pilot the 

questionnaires before utilising them, as advised (Wilkinson and 

Birmingham 19).  



Introduction 

34 
 

 Within this project the questionnaires were designed to gather 

information pertaining to the audience’s reception of the created 

productions. I sought to gain an understanding of the respondents’ 

familiarity with, and expectations of, Shaw, the play and the performance 

style. Utilising different question types, I aimed to gather the respondents’ 

thoughts on the current applicability of the discussions of the plays, the 

strategies and theatrical devices tested within the performance and the 

current relevance of the performance to contemporary society. It must be 

noted that, as the questionnaires were voluntary, the number completed 

differed in each project and not all respondents answered every question. 

Twenty-nine audience members supplied feedback for the site-specific 

performance of O’Flaherty V.C., fifty-two for the epic theatre Pygmalion, 

and forty-six for the intermedial The Millionairess.  As the length of the 

public production runs varied between each project, the number of 

performances over which the feedback was collected also differed. While 

audience feedback was collected after the single performance O’Flaherty 

V.C., it was collected after two separate performances of Pygmalion, and 

after three separate performances of The Millionairess. This does mean that 

there is a risk that if audience members saw the show more than once, they 

may have completed and supplied multiple questionnaires.  

For any public theatre performance, each audience member holds 

their own individual preconceptions and expectations. As the performances 

produced within the project were amateur performances created for research 

purposes, it can be assumed the audience expectations were different than if 

the productions had been presented by a professional company, with trained 

and experienced actors. It can also be assumed that family and friends of the 

cast and myself, were among those who supplied feedback. When Patrice 

Pavis presented his Theatre analysis questionnaire in 1985, he noted that the 

identity and status of the theatrical institution in which the theatrical event 

takes place, will have a significant impact on the audience’s perception of 

the performance.(211) Considering this, the different venues and contexts of 

the three public productions should be considered when analysing the 

received feedback. The site-specific performance of O’Flaherty V.C. was a 
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free event at Coole Park during the day; while the public performances of 

the epic theatre Pygmalion and intermedial theatre The Millionairess were 

presented in theatres in the eventing time and were not free to attend.  

Pygmalion was staged in a fringe venue (the studio space of the Townhall 

Theatre, Galway) and The Millionairess was performed in a university 

theatre (the O’Donoghue Theatre, O’Donoghue Centre for Drama, Theatre, 

and Performance Studies, NUI Galway).    

 

Documentation 

While Nelson maintains that the practice itself is substantial 

evidence of new insights reached within PaR projects, he also recognises 

documentation as being a key element of the research method, as there are a 

multitude of insights which can emerge from the practice of making and 

doing (26–28).  

Each of the three projects completed within this thesis were fully 

documented through the keeping of production notes, rehearsal notes and a 

written copy of the created performance-texts. For each project copies of all 

marketing material and free show programmes were archived; a limited 

number of photographs were taken during studio sessions and rehearsals; 

one public performance of each production was video-recorded; production 

photographs were taken. As discussed, audience feedback questionnaires 

were completed and returned on a voluntary basis after a number of the 

public performances. A summary report of the resulting audience feedback 

was then created during the aftermath period of each project.  

The directing practices employed within each PaR project resulted in 

the creation of specific artefacts pertaining to that project, which can be seen 

as complementary materials to the thesis. During the creation of the site-

specific performance of O’Flaherty V.C. (as detailed in Chapter 1), images 

and texts were collected and used as inspiration within the studio sessions.   

When creating the epic theatre production of Pygmalion (as detailed in 

Chapter 2), following the rehearsal methods of Bertolt Brecht, rehearsal 

model-books were kept. The employment of Katie Mitchell’s directing 
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method, throughout the creation of the intermedial theatre production of The 

Millionairess (as detailed in Chapter 3), saw the creation of full character 

biographies for each role; an evolution of lists of facts pertaining to the 

circumstances immediately before the beginning of the play; a summary of 

the cultural context of the period in which the play was set; an annotated 

play-text. All documentation of the projects, and resulting artefacts, can be 

found on the USB key accompanying this written record and analysis of the 

project.  

 

Contexts 

 As my entire thesis project was to be conducted over a three-year period, 

only eight to eleven months could be allowed for each PaR project. This had 

an impact on the length of time devoted to each stage of the performance 

processes conducted within the projects. 

All projects were funded on a shoe-string budget. As such, all of the 

actors involved in the projects were untrained actors volunteering their time. 

This affected the studio-work and the acting exhibited during the 

productions. The restrictive budget precluded the hiring of a set designer, 

costume designer, stage manager, or production team for the projects. 

Therefore, I undertook all administrative, financial, marketing, and creative 

roles within the productions. Out of necessity, I did however enlist a 

lighting designer and technical operator for the second and third PaR 

projects.  

As Coole Park is a national cultural heritage site, the performance 

had to be un-ticketed and free to attend. This meant there could be no 

financial remuneration for the project via ticket sales, making it only viable 

to produce a single performance of our site-specific version of O’Flaherty 

V.C.. For the second and third projects, I produced the public productions of 

the created performances on a profit-share basis. Pygmalion had a show-run 

of four public performances, and The Millionairess had five.  
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During Shaw’s lifetime Ireland was an impoverished nation of mass 

emigration; with a predominately homogonous population of ‘white Irish’ 

practicing catholics.
2
 I was acutely aware when conducting the three PaR 

projects therefore, that the society for which Shaw originally wrote his plays 

no longer exists. Ireland is today a diverse and multicultural society. Indeed, 

since joining the EEC (today the EU) in 1973, Ireland has seen a continued 

increase of cultural, ethnic, and religious diversity. Emma Quinn of the 

Economic and Social Research Institute notes that between 2004 and 2007, 

record highs were seen in immigration in Ireland due to the EU enlargement 

over that period. According to the 2016 census  

 the number of non-Irish nationals living in Ireland stood at  535,475 

(a 1.6% decrease on 2011) 

 the number of mixed Irish and non-Irish households stood at 134.838 

(a 14.7% increase since 2011) 

 the number of citizens of dual Irish nationality stood at 104,784 (a 

87.4% increase since 2011) 

(Central Statistical Office An Príomh-Ofig Staidrimh “Census of 

Population 2016     Profile 7 Migration and Diversity”) 

 Making up 1.3% of the overall population, the 2016 census reported 

that the number of people identifying as Muslim living in Ireland had seen a 

95% increase from 2006. It also reported that the number of people 

identifying as Hindu living in Ireland had increased by 135.6  since 2006 

(Central Statistical Office An Príomh-Ofig Staidrimh “Census of Population 

2016     Profile 8 Irish Travellers, Ethnicity and Religion). 

When conducting the PaR projects, I believed prospective 

audiences’ receiving and interpretation of the created performances would 

be informed by the cultural context of the culturally diverse nature of 

contemporary Ireland. I also anticipated that their receiving of the 

performances and Shaw’s works, would be influenced by twenty-first 

                                                             
2 See Emma Quinn’s “Ireland: Historical Trends in Migration” and C.F. Carter et al.’s 

“Symposium on the Report of the Commission on Emigration and Other Population 

Problems” 
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century thought and current public discourses concerning cultural 

appropriation, cultural difference, race representation, representation of 

religion, and racial prejudice. Public discourse concerning these issues with 

regard to popular culture and cultural outputs has been prevalent, not just in 

academic scholarship but in all mainstream mediums, for the past decade.
3
 

One recent example was the public discourse concerning the practice of 

whitewashing
4
 in Hollywood films that took place before and after the 

release of the 2017 film Ghost in the Shell. This arose due to the director, 

Rupert Sander’s, decision to cast white actress Scarlett Johansson in the lead 

role, despite the film being based on a Japanese manga of the same name.  

Given the prevalence of such public discussions regarding race 

representation in cultural outputs, I anticipated that prospective audiences 

would be aware of, and be sensitive to the ethics of cultural and racial 

representation.  

As discussed throughout the following chapters, I carefully 

considered the representation of race and religion within the selected plays 

and created performances through the lens of contemporary thought during 

each project.  

 

The choice of plays focused upon within the three PaR projects was 

influenced by the wider contexts within which my research was taking place 

and by the research aims of the thesis project. The choice of performance 

styles utilised within each project again stemmed from these same 

                                                             
3 Examples in mainstream journalism: “Observations on Racial Representation in American 

Pop Culture”, by Meadbh Ní Choleáin; “Race Representation in Popular Culture”, by Ruby 

Hamad; “19 Times Pop Culture Was Embarrassingly Offensive in 2015”, by Essence 

Grant. A blog example: “It’s Trendy and Its Black”, by Mia Mercado. Examples in 

television: Black-ish and Jane The Virgin. Examples in Art include the work of Toronto 

indigenous multimedia artist Jay Soule a.k.a. Chppewear. An example in film: Dear White 

People. 
4 Describing it as an increasingly popular term to denote the casting of white actors to play 
non-white characters, the online Merriam Webster Dictionary notes “This use 

of whitewashing began to take off in the late 1990s, as more people of color called out the 

television industry and Hollywood for their tendency to default to casting white actors. We 

have mounting written evidence of both the noun whitewashing and the verb whitewash.” 

(“Words We're Watching: A New Meaning of 'Whitewashing”). 
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conditions combined with a consideration of Shaw’s authorial intent as 

espoused within his play prefaces, correspondence, and polemic.  

My decision to focus on O’Flaherty V.C. within the first PaR project 

was motivated by the time and place within which I was to be conducting 

my research: Galway in 2016. As I was pursing my research in Galway my 

prospective audiences were to be predominately residents of Galway. For 

this reason exploring Shaw’s O’Flaherty V.C. as one of only three dramatic 

works by Shaw dealing directly with his home country appealed to me. A 

further impetus to work on O’Flaherty V.C. within the first project was the 

ongoing decade of centenaries 2013-2023; which sought to mark the 

formative events in Irish history that occurred between 1913 and 1923. As 

discussed within section 1.2 of chapter one, ‘The Decade of Centenaries’, 

2016 marked the centenary of the 1916 Easter Rising; a pivotal event in 

Irish history and a key part of the country’s nationalist narrative. Publicised 

widely over the course of 2015, the state commemorations promised to look 

at this defining historical occurrence in relation to the present day by 

offering new perspectives of the events surrounding the Rising and its 

aftermath. I was specifically interested in staging O’Flaherty V.C. in the 

context of the centenary commemorations as, within it, Shaw provides a 

little represented perspective of the time, that of an Irish soldier fighting in 

the British army, and offers an insightful social commentary of the period.   

I chose to apply the performance style of site-specific theatre to the 

play within my first PaR project as I was intrigued by the play’s connection 

to Coole Park, Co. Galway; the place where Shaw conceived of the play and 

on which he modelled its setting. I wanted to explore the effect the changed 

landscape of Coole Park, as discussed by Lionel Pilkington in his article 

“Coole Park: From Big House to Peoples’ Park”, along with the estate’s 

status as a cultural heritage site, could have on an audience’s viewing of the 

play.  

My decision to focus on Shaw’s Pygmalion within my second PaR 

project was motivated by the play’s status as Shaw’s most famed play. As a 

core objective of the thesis project was to provide a contemporary 

interpretation of Shaw’s plays, I felt it would be prudent to explore the work 
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that audiences were most familiar with and of which they would have the 

most predetermined expectations. Furthermore, as my project sought to 

present Shaw’s works as pieces of currently applicable piece of political 

theatre, and challenge the perception of his plays as period pieces, I was 

interested in the fact that the play had become synonymous with its musical 

adaptation, My Fair Lady. Which plays down the original play’s political 

intent and privileges entertainment over social discussion. 

Wanting to emphasis the social discussions and ideas of the play, I 

chose to explore and realise the play within the project through the 

performance style of epic theatre, as developed and theorised by Bertolt 

Brecht. Characterised by David Barnett as the creator of politicized 

interventionist theatre (4), Brecht, like Shaw, sought to challenge societal 

norms and promote social reform through the theatre he created. The 

corresponding ideological motivations driving Shaw and Brecht’s theatre 

making practices (as illustrated within Brecht’s 1926 article Three Cheers 

for Shaw and discussed within the scholarship of Lisa Wilde and Riaz et 

al.), further influenced my decision to apply epic theatre techniques to 

Pygmalion within the project. 

As described, at the outset of the first and second PaR project I 

chose which play I wished to explore before deciding on the performance 

style with which to explore it through. However, when planning my third 

and final PaR project, I decided I would work with the performance style of 

intermedial theatre before deciding on the play to which I would apply it. 

This procedural change arose from my wish to address the profound 

technological changes and increased mediatization that have occurred since 

Shaw’s death. Again, Shaw, through his plays, sought to challenge social 

norms and promote social reform. As digitalization and mediatization are 

now ingrained in contemporary society, I reasoned that they must now be 

considered in any meaningful conversation regarding its operational 

practices.  While I had sought to encourage consideration of the current 

mediatized and digitalised cultural milieu via the scenography of the created 

epic theatre Pygmalion, I was eager to address how the current hyper-

digitalised and hyper-mediatised nature of society impacts upon the ideas 
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and discussions presented by Shaw within his plays. I therefore chose to 

utilise the performance style of intermedial theatre within the third project, 

in the hope that it could facilitate the consideration of Shaw’s plays in 

relation to the current cultural condition. 

When deciding which play to focus upon within the final PaR 

project, I resolved to select one from those penned post WWI. As Shaw’s 

later works have as a group received less critical attention than Shaw’s 

earlier works and have historically been deemed to be of lesser quality than 

Shaw’s earlier works
5
, I was eager to explore one of his later plays through 

practice. My selection of The Millionairess specifically, stemmed from my 

identification of the play’s strong contemporary relevance. Within The 

Millionairess Shaw conducts a comprehensive investigation into the culture 

surrounding wealth within Britain’s 1930s capitalist society. From a cursory 

reading of the play I identified many facets of Shaw’s investigation as 

bearing a stark relevance to contemporary society and the current cultural 

condition. Owing to the conceptual link between digital technology and 

wealth, as described in section 3.3, ‘The Millionairess in the Digital Age’, 

the discussions of the play bore to my mind a heightened relevance to both 

the culture surrounding wealth, and the role of digital technologies in 

contemporary society. Moreover, I identified a thematic link between the 

role of social media in contemporary society and Shaw’s presentation of the 

duplicitous nature of society within the play.  

 

Overview of Chapters 

During the projects, strategies to draw out the contemporary 

relevance of the plays for contemporary audiences were developed and 

experimented with through the staging of full productions. 

                                                             
5 See Margery Morgan’s The Shavian Playground, pp221-222 with regard to Back to 
Methuselah; Arnold Silver’s Bernard Shaw, The Darker Side, p27 with regard to The 

Simpleton of the Unexpected Isle; Margot Peters’ “The Millionairess: Capitalism 

Bankrupt”, p244 with regard to The Millionairess. T.F. Evans discusses critical reception of 

Shaw’s later works in his “The Later Shaw” contained in The Cambridge Companion to 

George Bernard Shaw.  
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The following chapters are an iteration and critical analysis of the 

praxis employed within this PaR thesis project. Experimenting with the 

performance styles of site-specific theatre, epic theatre, and intermedial 

theatre, the project focused on creating currently relevant productions of 

Shaw’s play-texts for contemporary Irish audiences, through the use of 

innovative directing and staging techniques. Charting the performance 

processes of the projects, each chapter details the development and testing 

of strategies aimed at connecting the social issues of the plays to their 

current conditions in society. The chapters are further informed by audience 

feedback gathered at the public presentations of the created productions.  

Chapter 1 charts and critically analyses the process of creating and 

staging a site-specific performance of O’Flaherty V.C. at Coole Park, Coole, 

Co. Galway, August 2016. The chapter title, G.B.S. Was Here, nods to the 

fact that it was at Coole that Shaw conceived of the idea for O’Flaherty V.C. 

when visiting Lady Gregory in April 1915. Here his presence is still felt, not 

least of all due to the physical mark he left via the bold carving of his 

initials into the estate’s famed autograph tree.  

Engaging with the national centennial commemorations of the 1916 

Easter Rising, the project investigated Shaw’s 1915 address to the Irish 

people regarding Ireland’s role in WWI, and her relationship with England. 

Intended for immediate production, O’Flaherty V.C. is best described as an 

anti-war recruitment comedy. Within it Shaw, as an Anglo-Irish ex-patriot, 

provides a unique perspective of Ireland’s involvement in WWI, and 

critiques the phenomenon of national patriotism manifesting itself within 

Ireland and England at the time.  

Drawing upon the acting theory of Brigid Panet, the chapter explores 

the praxis employed during the project with four volunteer actors. Utilising 

Mike Pearson’s critical framework for site-specific theatre, the project 

stretched and challenged the limits of what constitutes site-specific 

performance, by exploring Pearson’s theories as they relate to the 

performance of a canonical work.  
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The chapter discusses how political and social current affairs, 

occurring during the production’s creation and public performance 

(including the US election campaign, the EU migrant crisis, the Brexit 

referendum, and the release of the Chilcot Report in the UK), had an 

unexpected and significant impact on the creative process. Within the studio 

work, issues surrounding national identity and the performance of identity 

came to the fore; as did both the site and the play’s connection to the Irish 

Dramatic Literary Revival, which was reflected in the scenography imposed 

on the host site within the production. Drawing upon the collective cultural 

consciousness, the site-specific production of O’Flaherty V.C., staged in 

front of the house foundation plinth at Coole Park, harnessed the site’s 

status as a cultural heritage site; a place where the historical ghosts of the 

past are summoned. The chapter discusses how this performance generated 

new insights regarding the semiotics of the play-text in performance. 

 

Chapter 2 critically reflects upon the process of creating and staging 

an epic theatre production of Shaw’s Pygmalion.  The chapter begins by 

discussing the similarities between Brecht and Shaw’s socially motivated 

approaches to theatre creation, before discussing and analysing the 

performance process of the project.  

The praxis employed within the project comes directly from the 

writings of Bertolt Brecht and current post-Brechtian scholars, David 

Barnett and Elin Diamond. It also features the writings of theatre 

practitioners Brigid Panet and Rudolf Laban. Key elements of the studio-

work conducted during the project included the application of Barnett’s 

conception of epic theatre as a comprehensive method, and the exploration 

and creation of the illusive Gestus. The performativity of identity, class, and 

gender came to the fore within this process, as did the fable and fairy-tale 

elements of the narrative. The chapter details the development of strategies 

aimed at facilitating the audience’s view of the play in relation to 

contemporary society, through studio work. Included among these were the 

evocation of the social positioning of Irish Travellers; the devising of inter-

act Gestic sequences; and the cultivation of a Cinderella motif throughout 
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the performance. The chapter discusses how consideration of Pygmalion’s 

close association with its musical adaptation, My Fair Lady, influenced the 

creative process. Furthermore, it explores the impact that current global 

affairs, occurring during the period within which the project was conducted, 

had upon the performance process.  

Informed by collected audience feedback, the chapter discusses the 

public performances of the created production in the studio space of the 

Town Hall Theatre, Galway, November 2016. Discussing the scenography 

employed within the performance, the chapter details how a host of posters 

and images thematically connected to the play adorned the set. These 

images sought to evoke the current manifestations of the social issues 

addressed within the play-text and provide an insight into the creative 

thinking behind the performance. Devised inter-act sequences incorporated 

into the performance engaged with the play themes of social prejudice, 

female objectification, and exploitation of the vulnerable in society. The 

sequences drew on the living cultural memory of the audience and engaged 

with current feminist thought. Finally, the chapter discusses the formation of 

new insights regarding the play’s symbiotic relationship to epic theatre as a 

performance style. 

 

Chapter 3 charts and analyses the creation and staging of an 

intermedial theatre production of The Millionairess; Shaw’s 1935 

investigation into the role of money in capitalist society. The chapter title, 

#Shaw, references the social networking site Twitter, and reflects the 

production’s addressing of the role of social media in society. Drawing upon 

the theory of Chiel Kattenbelt and directing practices of Katie Mitchell, the 

project confronts the media-saturated nature of contemporary society, and 

addresses how it affects our perception and handling of social issues. 

Written in response to the inter-war period, and the previously 

unfathomable events of WWI, the play contains fantastical plot elements, 

characteristic of Shaw’s later body of work. Owing to the shift towards the 

subversion of genre, displayed within Shaw’s later plays, it can be noted 
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that, excluding Saint Joan (1923), they have been repeatedly deemed to be 

of less artistic merit than his earlier works. Approaching The Millionairess 

as exhibiting a divergence in form, from of Shaw’s earlier work, the project 

challenged the negative criticism the play has received in the past and 

revealed the play to be a complex satire. 

Referencing the public performances of the created production 

(staged in the O’Donoghue Centre for Drama, Theatre and Performance 

Studies, NUI Galway, November 2017), the chapter focuses particularly on 

the technical design of the production. Influenced by media-studies and 

current internet culture, the technical scenography was created with a view 

to providing the audience with a dual perspective of the events of the play.  

The chapter details and discusses experimentation with specific 

design strategies during the project, aimed at communicating Shaw’s 

intended narrative. These include: the provision of converted monetary 

values; the incorporation of contemporary humour in performance; the 

provision of visual reference points. Utilising recognisable social media and 

television conventions, the performance directly engaged with the play’s 

addressing of the social issues of the plutocracy, exploitation of the 

vulnerable, and migration, all of which are of prevailing concern in 

contemporary society.  

The chapter details and discusses the challenges encountered during 

the project, which stemmed from Shaw’s satirical treatment of the themes of 

domestic violence and race within the play. A restriction of the project, 

when addressing these challenges, was the lack of Shavian scholarship 

pertaining to the play. As experienced in the previous projects, ongoing 

global current affairs can be seen to have influenced the creative process and 

the performance process as a whole. 

In the conclusion, the three PaR projects are discussed and analysed 

as a collective whole. From the three chapters it can be seen that, owing to 

the dialectic and broad manner with which Shaw addressed the specific 

social concerns of his age, the discussions of the plays can be readily 
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connected to the current condition of the social issues they addressed, via 

innovative staging techniques. 

Due, in part, to the globalised and intensely mediatised condition of 

contemporary society, the precise cultural moment in which each of the 

projects took place had a significant impact on how the performances were 

created, staged, and received.  Recurring challenges arose within the 

projects regarding actors’ resistance to the performance style being 

employed, and Shaw’s portrayal of violence, race, and religion within the 

chosen plays.  By connecting the discussions of the dramas to the current 

forms of the social issues they address, the created performances spoke to 

wider discourses in the fields of feminist theory, identity politics, media-

studies, sociology, and cultural heritage.  

Approaching Shaw’s plays as currently relevant political dramas, 

this thesis project confronted the idea of Shaw’s dramatic works as period 

pieces by infusing the play-texts with innovative directing and staging 

practices as experimental as their original productions had been. 
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Chapter 1. G.B.S. Was Here 

 

Seeking to draw out the immediate relevancy of Shaw’s play-texts 

for contemporary audiences, the first PaR project I embarked upon was the 

creation and staging of a site-specific production of O’Flaherty V.C., in 

Coole Park, Co. Galway. This chapter details, and reflects upon, the 

performance process of this project. One of Shaw’s lesser-known plays, 

O’Flaherty V.C.’s fraught production history in Ireland resulted in the play 

becoming more known for the effective cancellation of its intended 

premiere, than for any of its subsequent performances. While it is true that 

the social and political events of 1915 were the driving force behind Shaw’s 

O’Flaherty V.C., it is my contention that it is an enduring piece of political 

theatre and, thus, worthy performance material of great relevance to 

contemporary society. Shaw’s addressing of the themes of war and national 

identity can be seen to be of particular relevance to our increasingly 

globalised society.  

Famous for being the home of Lady Gregory, and the National 

Dramatic and Literary Revival at the turn of the twentieth century, Coole is 

where Shaw conceived of the idea for O’Flaherty V.C.. As a public park and 

National Heritage site, linked historically and thematically to the play, 

Coole had the potential to contextualise the play in terms of when it was 

created, while also affording space for a twenty-first century reading of the 

piece. During the proto-performance period of the project twenty studio-

sessions were conducted with four volunteer actors. Following the 

conducted studio-work a free public site-specific performance of O’Flaherty 

V.C. was staged at the Coole House foundation plinth, Sunday August 27th, 

2016. Through applying the performance style of site-specific theatre to the 

play, the project centred on experimenting with ways in which to make the 

play-text accessible, while also highlighting its current relevance for a 

contemporary audience. Strategies to achieve these aims, which were tested 

during the performance process, included  
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 drawing on the momentum of the 1916 Easter Rising centenary 

commemorations;  

 incorporating period costumes in conjunction with anachronistic 

props;  

 providing complementary materials; and 

 framing the performance by incorporating the route to the playing 

space into the performance.  

An early research aim was to test if the site’s psycho-geographical 

connection to Irish nationalism, and its historic and thematic links to the 

play, could facilitate access to the collective national consciousness of the 

audience during the performance. employing Mike Pearson’s palimpsest 

critical framework for site-specific performance, I drew on his theory 

throughout all stages of the performance process. Within the conducted 

studio sessions, I also drew on the directing techniques of Brigid Panet.  

As will be demonstrated in this chapter, the creation process was 

influenced by Shavian scholarship, the cultural context in which the play 

was created, and the cultural context in which the studio sessions took place. 

Anthony Roche’s identification of the play as a parody of Gregory and 

Yeats’s Cathleen Ni Houlihan (1902) influenced the scenography imposed 

on the site during the performance. Ultimately, the performance conjured 

the ghosts of the past, by drawing upon Coole’s rich history and Shaw’s 

connection to the estate, while also imprinting new meaning to the site and 

generating new insights into the play. I will explore all of these aspects of 

the project within this chapter but, first, I wish to consider the historical 

contexts of when the work was written, in 1915, and of this production, in 

2016.  

 

1.1 O’Flaherty V.C. in 1915, Coole Park, and Site-Specific 

Theatre 

By writing O’Flaherty V.C. in 1915, Shaw was engaging in the 

ongoing public discourse concerning the First World War; Ireland’s 

involvement in the war; and Ireland’s pursuit of sovereignty. Three distinct, 
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yet inextricably connected social concerns.  Still overcoming the devastating 

effects of the 1913 lockout, Ireland was, at this time, fraught with political 

uncertainty and social unrest. Although Britain’s joining of WWI had led to 

the postponement of the impending Home Rule Bill, tensions were high 

nationally, as the country had been anticipating the launch of a civil war on 

the bill’s enactment
6
 by Irish Unionists. Furthermore, since the outbreak of 

WWI, nationalists had become officially divided over what their collective 

position should be towards it. Redmond had led his supporters to join 

Britain in the international conflict, while those led by Mac Neill remained 

in Ireland (many with rebellious intentions). In Irish cities, war recruitment 

campaigns and propaganda were juxtaposed with anti-war-recruitment 

demonstrations.  

Against this backdrop Shaw created, in O’Flaherty V.C., an urgent 

recruitment call, predicated on terms he felt would entice poverty-stricken 

Irishmen to enlist for the war. The narrative of the play centres on 

O’Flaherty, who has returned to Ireland to aid in the recruitment effort after 

being awarded the Victoria Cross. Through the returned soldier O’Flaherty, 

Shaw discusses contentious and politically charged subjects of immediate 

importance. Utilising humour throughout, Shaw critiques the war office’s 

recruitment strategies, calls for improved social welfare provisions for the 

soldiers and their families, and comments on Ireland’s future. Following on 

from his widely condemned “Common Sense About the War”, in which he 

cited nationalism as a threat to future peace, Shaw provides a strong critique 

of nationalism and national patriotism throughout the play. 

Using O’Flaherty as his mouthpiece Shaw asserts that the Irish 

people’s collective fixation on past wrongs done to them, has held them 

back as a nation; both economically and socially. When O’Flaherty’s 

flippant attitude towards the British war effort provokes Sir Pearce to 

angrily question if patriotism means anything to him, O’Flaherty replies: 

 

                                                             
6 Unionists had unequivocally declared their collective intention to revolt should Home 

Rule be imposed via the Ulster Covenant in 1912. 
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It means different to me than what it would to you, sir. It means 

England and England's king to you. To me and the like of me, it 

means talking about the English just the way the English papers talk 

about the Boshes. And what good has it ever done here in Ireland? 

It's kept me ignorant because it filled up my mother's mind, and she 

thought it ought to fill up mine too. It's kept Ireland poor, because 

instead of trying to better ourselves we thought we was the fine 

fellows of patriots when we were speaking evil of Englishmen that 

was as poor as ourselves and maybe as good as ourselves.  (210) 

 

O’Flaherty makes a provocative social statement in his assertion that 

nationalism has never done anything concrete for the country, except to 

keep it poor. He also highlights the psychological partitioning of people 

which nationalism promotes. Believing that Ireland ultimately needed to be 

part of a large commonwealth to achieve economic security, (Letter from 

G.B. Shaw to Mabel Fitzgerald) Shaw appears to offer two courses of action 

to the Irish public within the play: continue to foster the growth of 

nationalism and dwell on past injustices, or accept the injustices of the past 

and move beyond them in a bid to attain national prosperity. 

Today Coole Park is a National Heritage Site, widely known for 

being the private home of Lady Gregory and a haven for artists; the 

architecturally unremarkable three-story Coole House having been “the very 

hearth where [the] Irish Revival had warmed itself” (Toksvig 192). Lady 

Gregory, a playwright, and an active member of the Irish Literary Revival, 

consciously made Coole a place of harbourage for artists. Those who visited 

and frequented Coole Park included: Douglas Hyde; Jack Yeats; Sean 

O’Casey; George Moore; J.M. Synge; Oliver St John Gogarty; John 

Masefield; George Russell (AE); Augustus John; Violet Martin; James 

Stephens; and of course, G.B. Shaw (Pilkington 104). Lady Gregory’s son, 

Robert Gregory, and his wife Margaret were themselves visual artists and 

lived at Coole for a time. A favourite, and relative fixture there, was W.B. 

Yeats, who considered Coole to be his spiritual home (“William Butler 

Yeats”). Cut off from the rest of the world, Coole was a place of retreat for 

Yeats and his compatriots, all of whom left their mark on the estate’s 

Autograph Tree. Writing of her trip to Coole with her husband Francis 
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Hackett (a writer friend of Lady Gregory’s), in 1921, Signe Toksvig noted 

how isolated the estate was: 

 

The quietude of Coole I shall always remember. During the week I 

was there it seemed to me ludicrous to believe that the crossing of 

Broadway and Sixth Avenue was in the same world…For one who 

wasn’t doing creative work, Coole was almost uncomfortably quiet 

[…] (Toksvig 3) 

Though ownership officially passed to Robert when he was of age 

(and to his wife Margaret on his untimely death
7
), Lady Gregory continued 

to reside at Coole for as long as she lived (Siggins). 

Fiona Wilkie denotes the term ‘site-specific’ as being a piece of 

theatre which has been devised from, and for, a distinct place. She maintains 

that the site is such an integral element of a piece of site-specific theatre, 

that the created text cannot be reproduced in any meaningful way in an 

alternative location (150). While Shaw’s O’Flaherty V.C. was neither 

devised from, nor written to be performed specifically at, Coole, it was in 

consideration of the significant thematic, plot, and circumstantial 

connections to Coole, and the Gregory family, that I decided to classify the 

project’s performance of O’Flaherty V.C. at Coole as site-specific.  

In many ways, O’Flaherty V.C. owes its existence to the site of 

Coole Park. It was at Coole that Shaw conceived of the idea for the play 

while visiting Lady Gregory with his wife Charlotte, in April 1915 

(Mulhall). Although the play is set in a fictional rural location, Shaw 

revealed that he had modelled its ‘Big House’ backdrop on the front façade 

of Coole House, even incorporating the outdoor furniture (Gregory Shaw, 

Lady Gregory And The Abbey 94). According to Arlington, before Shaw had 

written the play, he offered its production to Lady Gregory as a fundraiser 

for the financially stressed Abbey Theatre (85). Indeed, Shaw even 

composed the play with the intention for it to be performed by specific 

Abbey players (Arthur Sinclair, Sara Allgood, and Sydney J. Morgan) 

(Gregory Shaw, Lady Gregory and The Abbey 94). The play itself engages 

                                                             
7 Robert Gregory was killed in 1918, fighting in WWI.  
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with Gregory and Yeats’s
8
 play Cathleen Ní Houlihan. As this was a 

defining text of the literary revival, this can be seen as a significant plot-link 

to Coole; the home of the literary movement and the inspiration for Yeats. 

Notably, the original Abbey production, scheduled to open on November 

23
rd

 1915, did not come to fruition, as it was postponed until after the war, 

on the recommendation of Dublin Castle;
9
 an occurrence which caused 

much public speculation (Phillips 134) (Arrington 97). 

In his book, Site-Specific Performance, Mike Pearson describes the 

palimpsest critical framework that he and Cliff Lucas developed. Pearson 

details that, within this model, site-specific performance is characterised as 

the simultaneous existence and overlay of two basic composites: that which 

is ‘of the site’, ‘the host’, and that which is physically brought to the site by 

the performance, ‘the ghost’. The host is already layered with meaning, as it 

is imprinted with trace remnants of all the events of which it has been part, 

and witness to, in the past. After the performance has ended, it too will 

become one of these trace elements which haunts the site. Pearson writes 

that “whether explicitly referenced or not, site will always constitute a 

stratum of meaning within the stratigraphy of the dramaturgy” (Pearson, 

Tompkins) 

Following Pearson’s model, Coole’s place in the narrative of Irish 

nationalism is part of the site’s architecture, and would thus be part of the 

meaning endowed upon the performance. The effect of the site’s psycho-

geographic link to Irish nationalism would, I believed, be heightened in 

2016, due to the context of the decade of centenaries. 

 

 

                                                             
8 At the time the play was believed to have been written solely by Yeats, however it is now 

widely accepted that it was in fact co-written by him and Lady Gregory.  

9 The play ultimately received its premier performance at The Theatre Royal, on the Royal 
Flying Corps base, in Treizennes France. Produced as entertainment for the soldiers it was 

staged on February 21st 1917.  Directed by Shaw’s friend Robert Lorraine, it was performed 

by the 40th squadron; with Robert Gregory, Lady Gregory’s son, playing the role of Tessie.  

Shaw himself attended a full dress-rehearsal of the performance during his tour of the 

western front, just under three weeks before the performance (Gunby 96).  
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1.2 The Decade of Centenaries  

The ongoing decade of centenaries, spanning from 2013 to 2023 

marks the formative period in modern Irish history, that led to the creation 

of the Irish State. The determinative events of the period can now be 

considered key factors in the construction of contemporary Irish identity. 

These include: WWI (1912-1918); the 1913 Dublin Strike and Lockout; the 

1916 Easter Rising; the War of Independence (1919-1921); the Irish Civil 

War (1922-1923). Due to the ongoing decade of centenaries the social, 

political, economical and cultural issues of the early twentieth century 

addressed by Shaw within O’Flaherty V.C., had seen a resurgence in 

popular public discourse. 

The history a populous receives is often sanitised or censored to 

remove any incongruous elements, resulting in an incomplete or slightly 

skewed narrative. This has been observed to have occurred within the Irish 

national narrative, with inconvenient, and sometimes disturbing, historical 

occurrences being downplayed, or omitted, in the historical narrative. 

Therefore, many public and private institutions saw the decade of 

centenaries as an opportunity to acknowledge and analyse these 

inconvenient occurrences publicly, in recognition of the affects they bought 

upon Irish society. Commemorations marking the centenary of WWI had 

been most visible world-wide at their outset in 2014, but were still ongoing 

in 2016 during the period within which I conducted the PaR project.  

2016, the centenary of the 1916 Easter Rising, was viewed and 

publicised as the most important year of the commemorative decade in 

Ireland. Thus, throughout 2016 the official 1916 centenary commemorations 

were visible in every sphere of public life across the country.
10

 The focus 

and veritable tag-line of the official centenary commemorations was ‘New 

Perspectives’ (Mulvagh). This prompted the public to review our shared 

history (specifically the events that led to the formation of modern Ireland) 

                                                             
10 E.g. RTE had commissioned and was broadcasting special programming, including a new 

series Rebellion; a series of collectable newspapers, entitled Revolution Newspapers, were 

issued, illustrating what was being reported in the print media in 1916; theatres and 

cinemas scheduled special 1916 centenary programmes; the Arts Council launched and 

funded a centenary specific programme; the centenary was incorporated into the curriculum 

of national schools; museums programmed special centenary exhibits. 
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from lesser-known viewpoints, and with a more critical eye than was 

perhaps possible before now. This saw a light shined on the Declaration of 

Independence, and the ideals it put forward that had yet to be realised, and 

an examination of aspects of the rising, and that period, identified as having 

been under-represented in previous commemorations (owing to their 

inconvenient or troubling nature). Such previously under-represented 

aspects of the period, focused on during the commemorations, included: the 

large voluntary enlistment of Irish men into the British army during WWI; 

the role of women in the 1916 Rising and War of Independence; the loss of 

civilian life, especially children, during the Rising; the role of the Anglo-

Irish in the Celtic Revival and Nationalist uprising. 

In the context of the centenary commemorations examining new 

perspectives of the period, O’Flaherty V.C. was a particularly useful social 

construct of the time to present to the public in 2016; as what Shaw provides 

in O’Flaherty V.C is not the usually espoused narrative of the British war 

effort or the nationalist movement which, historically, have both been 

portrayed in a very positive light. Shaw’s alternative perspective postulates 

the idea that social nationalism and patriotism are contrived concepts 

designed to manipulate the masses; concepts which provoke the public to 

adopt beliefs without proof, and enact counter-productive behaviours. The 

fact that Shaw’s O’Flaherty V.C. did not conform to traditional expectations 

concerning its portrayal of the war and Irish Nationalism, is reflected in it 

being one of Shaw’s lesser-known works. Of the twenty-nine audience 

members who completed the feedback questionnaires, not one had 

previously seen or read Shaw’s O’Flaherty V.C..; four indicated that they 

had heard of the play and twenty-five indicated that they had no previous 

knowledge of it (Smith “Site-Specific Performance of O’Flaherty V.C. 

Audience Feedback Questionnaire”). 

During the project I experimented with ways of drawing on the 

critical and investigative spirit of the centenary commemorations, by 

framing our site-specific performance in the context of the 1916 centenary. 

These strategies included incorporating a ‘time line’ and the poem 

“Soliloquy” by Francis Ledwidge in a complimentary show programme. 
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The time-line charted the events of the rising in tandem with WWI and 

Shaw’s producing of O’Flaherty V.C.. An Irish nationalist, Ledwidge was a 

good friend of Thomas Mc Donagh; and a voluntary recruit with the British 

army in WWI. His poem, “Soliloquy”, emphasises the entwined state of 

Ireland’s involvement in WWI and the pursuit of Irish sovereignty. 

From the feedback the programme appears to have been well 

received. Given the choice of rating the programme as ‘necessary’, 

‘interesting’, ‘unnecessary’, or ‘uninteresting’, nine respondents indicated 

that they considered it necessary, twelve that it was interesting and two that 

it was both necessary and interesting. Six respondents said they had not 

received a programme; I do not know if this was due to their arriving after 

the performance’s start or a lack of supply, as audience numbers and 

audience members’ arrival times are impossible to know for certain at an 

event of this kind. 

 

1.3 Coole: Then to Now 

In the early stages of the project, before engaging in studio work 

with the cast on the play, I researched the host site. This involved 

investigating the events and figures of its past which haunted it, and 

enacting a close reading and performance analysis of Coole Park, in its 

current situation as a national heritage site and public park. 

Although official ownership of Coole passed to Robert Gregory 

when he became of age, and then to his wife Margaret on his tragic demise 

during the war, Lady Gregory continued to reside at Coole Park, until her 

death in 1932 (Grant). Greatly affected by Robert’s death, Lady Gregory 

played an active part in her grandchildren’s lives, with them spending much 

of their childhood at Coole.  The majority of the Coole estate was sold under 

the Land Acts in 1920 and the remainder in 1927, to the Department of 

Lands and Agriculture; the latter being under the proviso that Lady Gregory 

could rent back the land and gardens for £100 a year until her death 

(Siggins). 
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Coole Park is now a national heritage site and, together with the 

adjoining Garryland, forms a wildlife and nature reserve managed by The 

National Parks and Wildlife Service. No longer cut off from the rest of the 

world, it is well sign-posted on main roads and has a strong online presence; 

with a Facebook page and informative website which was updated in the 

first half of 2016. In a tourism advertisement, Fáilte Ireland describe the 

park as “a nature reserve and a tribute to the many Irish writers who visited 

Lady Gregory at her home each Summer.” (“Welcome to Ireland’s West 

Coast”) Today the site is well cared for by An Dúchas and the Parks and 

Wildlife Services, who converted the original barn and stables into a visitor 

centre and coffee shop in 1992 (Siggins). Overall this makes the estate a 

welcoming attraction.  

Over his career, Yeats penned six poems about, or set, at Coole: “In 

the Seven Woods”; “The Wild Swans at Coole”; “The Shadowy Waters: 

Introduction”; “The Choice”; “Coole Park, 1929”; “Coole Park and 

Ballylee, 1931”. Lionel Pilkington asserts that within these poems Coole 

House can be seen as a symbol for Yeats, which “testifies to the continuity 

of an elite culture”, specifically the besieged aristocratic culture (105). In his 

poem, Coole Park, 1929, Yeats imagines that the future ruins of the house 

will inspire a new generation of literature, in tribute to the park’s figurehead 

Lady Gregory: 

   

Here, traveller, scholar poet, take your stand 

When all those rooms and passages are gone, 

When nettles wave upon the shapeless mound 

And saplings root among the broken stone, 

And delicate-eyes bent upon the ground, 

Back turned upon the brightness of the sun 

And all the sensuality of the stade- 

A moment’s memory to that laurelled head (Yeats 205) 

 

While it is over one-hundred years since Lady Gregory and her 

compatriots began producing their cultural exploits at Coole, their presence 

can still be felt in the park’s ether. The sense of their continued ghostly 

presence is cultivated by the exhibit filled visitors’ centre, and the outdoor 
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monuments laid in their memory. Such monuments include large rocks 

inscribed with verses of Yeats’s Wild Swans of Coole by the lake, and a 

large cobblestone sun-dial embedded in the grass of the walled-garden. The 

chosen Yeats quote accompanying the sun-dial “…Our Shadows rove the 

garden gravel still…” makes it clear that the Heritage Service embrace 

Yeats’s wish, for the presence of the figures of the past, to be always felt at 

Coole.  

  A valued feature of the park, notable for its sense of authenticity, is 

the Autograph Tree. This majestic copper-beech, surrounded by wooden 

decking, and partially enclosed by a low wooden fence, stands up-hill, two 

thirds of the way into the walled garden. A primary source from the literary 

revival period, the trunk bears the mark of all those who stayed at Coole. A 

key beside the tree identifies the location of the different signatories’ 

markings. Shaw’s mark is among the easiest to spot; his large and bold 

G.B.S. etched vertically into the tree at eye height. Unfortunately, visitors 

can no longer trace the signatures with their fingers, as the tree is closely 

encircled by an eight-foot iron railing, topped with foot long iron bars, 

sticking out at a 45-degree angle in alternate directions. The photograph of 

the tree on the key shows the markings to be more distinct than they appear 

in person; a sign they are fading with time. The tree acts as a powerful 

metaphor for the enduring mark that these artists left on the arts, and the 

country, while reminding us that the role they played must be actively 

remembered, lest it be forgotten. 

Although Yeats is the artist most associated with Coole, Shaw’s 

presence is distinctly felt and cultivated at the site. This is due to the great 

impact Shaw had on Lady Gregory’s grandchildren, specifically her two 

granddaughters Catherine and Anne. Of all their grandmother’s guests, 

Shaw was their proclaimed favourite. In her book about their childhood, Me 

and Nu: Childhood at Coole, Anne remembers Shaw’s visits and the 

mischief he would create while there. Interestingly, it is the Gregory sisters’ 

fond memories of Shaw that dictate the remembrances to him in the park, 

not his contributions to the Irish Literary and Dramatic Revival.  
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Upstairs, within the park’s visitor centre, is a reconstruction of the 

Coole House nursery. In the corner, an impressive doll house nods to the 

nursery’s original location. An audio recording of Anne Gregory plays. 

Reading from her book, she tells of playing ‘Hunt the Thimble’
11

 with 

Bernard Shaw (a game of his own invention). Anne also recounts her and 

Catherine’s indignation on their discovery that Shaw owed his continued 

success in the game to cheating. The visitor is then invited to play Hunt the 

Thimble themselves, by locating three thimbles hidden in the replica nursery 

room. This simulation of the game creates the sense that Shaw and the 

children haunt the room through their lingering memories; while a black and 

white video recording of Shaw projected onto the wall gives the uncanny 

sense that Shaw is ever present in Coole’s gardens where the video shows 

him to be.  

Homage to the children’s positive remembrances of Shaw continue 

outside. In front of the entrance to the old orchard, stands the first of five 

stones that run along the path; each inscribed with a verse of a poem that 

Shaw sent to the grandchildren in 1921. The poem, sent to the children verse 

by verse via five postcards, was sent by Shaw to thank the children for the 

Crofton apples they had sent him; a show of forgiveness on their part over 

his aforementioned cheating during Hunt the Thimble. The five engraved 

stones are a direct replica of the received postcards. As the stones are now 

weathered, the poem is difficult to read. However, this agedness only serves 

to add to their charm and gives them a sense of authenticity within the 

surroundings.   

 

                                                             
11 A variation on hide and seek, the game saw either Shaw or the children hide a sewing 

thimble within the nursery; while the other had to count to ten with their eyes closed before 

searching for the hidden thimble.   
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Fig. 1. Engraved stones at Coole, replicating poem sent via 

postcards by Shaw to Lady Gregory’s Grandchildren 

Source: Aisling Smith, JPEG 2016.  

  

Adjacent to the last stone, signposted as a place of note, is the site of 

the demolished Coole House. Here, a raised stone plinth topped with well-

maintained grass, as pictured in fig. 1.1., marks the House’s foundations, 

monumentalising the building that housed the National Literary Revival.  

While Coole House did not fall to ruins as Yeats foretold, it came to 

a decisive end in 1941; under the ownership of the state it was demolished 

for stone, and a number of the trees were felled for building timber 

(Pilkington 104). The destruction of the house is often referred to as a wilful 

act of philistinism by the state (Pilkington) (“Coole Park, Galway”); an act 

facilitated by Cumann na nGaedheal in 1930, when they specifically 

excluded the Irish ‘Big House’ from the list of national monuments that 

warranted state conservation (Dorney). It was here at the former site of 

Coole House, now reduced to a foundation plinth, that the site-specific 

performance took place (making the old nationalist prejudices which fuelled 

the house’s removal, an inscribed element of our performance of Shaw’s 

anti-nationalist and anti-war play).  

In her article, “Framing the past: time, space and the politics of 

heritage tourism in Ireland”, Nuala Johnson notes how the heritage industry 

“plays an increasingly important role in the contentious debate over 

anchoring memories of the past” (552). She writes that heritage sites, such 

as Coole Park, layered with cultural meaning and significance, offer a 

designated place to facilitate the public’s reflection of their shared past. 
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Quoting Mac Cannell, she notes that the tourism industry facilitates an 

“ideological framing” of a country’s history, nature, and tradition; making it 

connected to national identity narratives. A connection, she asserts, which 

has become increasingly significant due to the rise of heritage tourism.  

Although features of the estate, both natural and imposed on it, 

cultivate a sense of nostalgia and sentimentality for Lady Gregory’s time at 

Coole, there is yet space there for individual reflection. I contend that this is 

due to the site being predominantly cultivated as a site of Les Lieux de 

Mémoire, as conceived by Pierre Nora. In his article, “Between Memory 

and History: Les Lieux de Mémoire”, Nora posits that current society is 

pressured by a fundamentally historic sensibility; not concerned with 

preserving real memories, but merely with organising the past. Using the 

disappearance of peasant culture as an example, he suggests that the 

collapse of collective memory has been a by-product of our move toward 

global democratisation and global culture, leading to an “acceleration of 

history” (7,8). Describing Lieux de Mémoire as “where memory crystallises 

and secretes itself” (7), Nora writes:  

These Lieux de Mémoire are fundamentally remains, the ultimate 

embodiments of a memorial consciousness that has barely survived 

in a historical age that calls out for memory because it has 

abandoned it…..if history did not besiege memory, deforming and 

transforming it, penetrating and petrifying it, there would be no lieux 

de Mémoire. Indeed, it is this very push and pull that produces lieux 

de Mémoire – moments of history torn away from the movement of 

history, then returned; no longer quite life, not yet death, like shells 

on the shore when the sea of living memory has receded. (12) 

 

At Coole, the managers of the estate do not impose an interpretation 

of the history of the literary revival onto the park. Instead, they offer visitors 

the recollections of Lady Gregory’s grandchildren, Catherine and Anne, 

who partially lived through the movement at Coole as children; encouraging 

visitors to think of the park’s past in terms of memories made and not as 

historical occurrences. Coole provides its visitors with moments torn from 

history through the recreated nursery, stone postcards, and actively 

preserved autograph tree.  
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While preparing for our site-specific performance, I believed that 

Coole Park’s status as a national heritage park, and the year’s significance 

as the 1916 Rising centenary, would promote the audience to engage in 

critical reflection on O’Flaherty V.C., in the context of their shared history. 

Moreover, specifically as the known epicentre of the Literary Revival, it 

would provide great potential as a forum to explore the themes of 

nationalism, class, and identity, dealt with by Shaw within the play; as he 

directly engages with the literary movement within the play-text.  

Pearson writes that during his work as part of Brith Gof: 

The site itself became an active component in the creation of 

performative meaning, rather than a neutral space of exposition.  

(Pearson, Tompkins)  

 

Although the conducted studio-sessions on O’Flaherty V.C. were 

held on NUI Galway campus and not at Coole, I actively endeavoured to 

make the site a central component of our creative process. During our first 

studio session, as well as leading the cast in a first and second read-though 

of the play-text, I also presented them with images of Coole Park. These 

included several pictures of the Coole House foundation plinth and a black 

and white picture of Coole House, circa 1900. Before every studio session, I 

fixed these pictures to the wall. As our work progressed over the course of 

the studio sessions, I added more photographs of Coole (recent and old), as 

well as thematically relevant images and pieces of text, to the collage. In the 

interest of exploring Shaw’s lasting connection to Coole within the studio 

sessions, I added older historical pictures of Coole, which featured Yeats, 

Lady Gregory, and Shaw. One image saw Shaw standing beside his motor 

car in front of Coole House with Lady Gregory and her grandchildren also 

in the frame; while a picture of the stones engraved with Shaw’s postcard 

poem highlighted, for the actors, how Shaw’s continued presence is evoked 

at the site. 

Effectively enacting the role of a contemporary dramaturg, I aimed 

to provide the cast with a comprehensive understanding of the cultural 

references within the play, and a sense of the cultural context of the time; 
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particularly regarding Irish nationalism and English patriotism. Images and 

texts relating to the themes and ideas, explored within the studio work, 

included WWI recruitment posters; contemporary army recruitment posters; 

the 1916 declaration of Independence; letters from Shaw to Lady Gregory; 

the lyrics of Tipperary; a time line of events from 1913 to 1917. Fig. 1.1. 

shows the collage in the final rehearsals. During the studio sessions I led the 

cast in discussing the themes and ideas of the play in relation to the Easter 

Rising and WWI centenaries and global current-affairs. 

 

  

Fig. 1.1. O’Flaherty V.C. Studio Room collage during final rehearsals 

Source: Aisling Smith, JPEG, 2016. 

 

During later sessions, when we began to rehearse blocking, I marked 

out the dimensions of the patch of gravel in front of the Coole House 

foundation plinth on the floor of the studio room. As the width of Coole 

House was considerably larger than that of our studio space, the actors were 

required to walk the length of the room twice to simulate their entrances and 

exits. In a further effort to facilitate the actors’ connection with, and 
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understanding of, the site, we spent one studio session outside reading 

Yeats’s Coole poems aloud. 

 

1.4 Creating a Liminal Performance Space 

Today, visitors can walk around and on-top of the Coole House 

foundation plinth (as pictured in fig. 1.2.). At what was the front of the 

house, the top of the plinth is approximately four feet off the ground. This 

increases greatly as you walk around to the back of the plinth, as the path, 

entrenched in an uphill slope, cuts deeper into the ground. Children, 

seemingly drawn to the plinth, are often seen playing on its top; jumping 

onto it from the high ground at its back. Diagonally adjacent to the 

foundation plinth stands a circular stone podium. Atop this, is a black and 

white photograph of Coole house (fig. 1.3.), seemingly captured from this 

same position. Directly in front of the plinth lies a patch of gravel, a triangle 

of grass, a smooth tarmacadam path, and another patch of grass, before the 

top of the original stone garden steps (fig. 1.4.). When Shaw was at Coole in 

1915 these steps led down to the house’s front lawn, but now they descend 

to a wooded dirt path (fig 1.5.).  

 

 

Fig. 1.2. Coole House foundation plinth at Coole Park, May 2016  

 Source: Aisling Smith, JPEG, 2016. 
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Fig. 1.3. Captioned photograph of Coole House circa 1900, opposite 

Coole House foundation plinth 

Source: Aisling Smith, JPEG, 2016. 

 

 

Fig. 1.4. View of Coole House foundation plinth from the top of the 

original stone garden steps 

 Source: Aisling Smith, JPEG, 2016. 
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Fig. 1.5.  Photograph of ‘Coole House’ by Robert Gregory located in 

Coole Park visitors’ Centre and view from the bottom of the 

original stone garden steps (the same as those depicted in the 

painting) leading to the Coole House foundation plinth 

Source: Aisling Smith, JPEG, 2016. 

 

In his 2002 article, From Big House to People’s Park, Lionel 

Pilkington describes Coole House as being “strikingly and conspicuously 

absent” (106).  Although there is nothing but empty space on top of the 

plinth, the air is fused with energy and there lingers an air of expectation. 

Pilkington contends that through their imagining of the house’s decay in 

their writings, Yeats and Lady Gregory created a state of mourning for the 

house’s absence before it was ever gone. Asserting that, had the house 

remained, it would have been the focus point of the estate, Pilkington deems 

the house’s absence not to be a tragedy: 

 

[…] the absence of the house at Coole has liberated the estate in a 

way that allows for a freer and more reflective contemplation of its 

history, as well as its mediation through literature, that might not 

have been the case if the house had remained. (107) 
 

Although Coole House is no longer present, the marked foundation 

plinth facilitates Coole House’s continued affective presence at the site. The 

house, and its destruction, forms a layer of the site’s inherent architecture, as 

discussed by Pearson; with the house haunting the space where it stood with 

an almost palpable presence. Indeed, with the air surrounding the plinth 

fused with a sense of expectation, it felt natural to gather around it for the 

site-specific performance. 
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The performance was played on the patch of gravel in front of the 

plinth, with the audience standing and seated on the triangle of grass facing 

the plinth. This meant that, were the house in situ, the audience would be 

viewing the scene on which Shaw had modelled the setting of the play. 

Pilkington notes how the grass-covered raised foundation plinth has the 

appearance of an open-air stage (106). Given this stage-like quality of the 

plinth, it was visually striking that our performance of O’Flaherty V.C. was 

played not on it, but in front of it.  

While rehearsing at the site the day before the public performance, 

this staging decision felt counter-intuitive to one cast member, who 

questioned if I was positive that I did not want them to perform on the 

ready-made stage of the plinth. I explained, however, that situating the 

performance in front of the foundation plinth, as if the house were indeed 

in-situ, was an important element of the production; as my directorial intent 

was for the house’s ghostly presence to prompt the audience to consider the 

social and political occurrences of Irish history 

from when the play was written to the present-day. During the performance 

two chairs were positioned on top of the plinth, as pictured in fig. 1.6. When 

characters were ‘off-stage’ and meant to be inside the house during the 

narrative, they sat on the chairs with their backs to the audience (as pictured 

in fig. 1.7.). 

By staging O’Flaherty V.C. in front of the Coole House foundation 

plinth, the performance utilised the space’s capacity to inspire “imaginative 

reflection”, as suggested by Pilkington (106). During the performance the 

ghostly absent-presence of Coole House foregrounded the temporal 

liminality of the performance, thereby creating an enabling dissonance 

between the past and the present (the play-text and the space of the 

production). This fostered a playing space where the time being represented 

by the play, 1915, co-existed with the present day. To aid this affect, I 

experimented with mixing anachronistic scenographic elements with those 

in-keeping with the time of the play-text. Period costumes grounded the 

action of the play in 1915, while the site and anachronistic props facilitated 

a wider, timeless reading of the text. A bench from the park, an ordinary 
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wooden kitchen chair, and a black cushion were all the set pieces brought to 

the playing area. The same make of wooden kitchen chairs sat atop of the 

plinth, for the actors to sit in when they were ‘inside the house’ in the play’s 

narrative. The actors accessed the top of the plinth by means of a metal 

household step ladder, which was entirely undisguised. In this manner, the 

performance tested if this mix of costumes and set pieces could facilitate the 

audience’s viewing of the play, both in its historical context and in the 

present contemporary context.  

 

 

Fig. 1.6. Pre-set of play-text playing area for the site-specific 

performance of O’Flaherty V.C. at Coole House foundation 

plinth 

Source: Aisling Smith, JPEG, 2016.  
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Fig. 1.7. O’Flaherty V.C. production shot, Mrs O’Flaherty 

laughing while Sir Pearce is ‘inside the house’ 

Source: Aisling Smith, JPEG, 2016. 

 

Placed in the designated audience area, other items brought to the 

site by the ghost performance included: seats; picnic blankets; umbrellas (as 

pictured in fig. 1.8). Put there for the audience’s comfort, they framed the 

performance as a communal and informal theatrical event to be watched and 

enjoyed. Two minutes into the performance it began to rain, which 

prompted a group of children in the front row to leave and fuelled a sense of 

community among those who stayed. One pair of spectators ingeniously sat 

on half of a picnic blanket and pulled the remaining half up over 

themselves, so that the waterproofed backing protected their bent legs from 

the rain. 
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Fig. 1.8. O’Flaherty V.C. production shot, view of the audience from 

stage-right Source: Aisling Smith, JPEG, 2016. 

 

O’Flaherty was the first character of the play to enter the space, as 

shown in fig. 1.9. Entering from stage-left, his journey from the old buttery 

to centre-stage was a much longer distance than that of a traditional theatre 

venue. The audience watched him closely as he crossed in front of the 

plinth, stopped, and stood, with his back to them, looking appreciatively at 

the expanse of the non-existent house. 
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Fig. 1.9. O’Flaherty V.C. production shot, O’Flaherty’s opening 

entrance 

Source: Aisling Smith, JPEG, 2016.  

 

Overall the feedback received indicated that the audience 

predominantly felt that the outdoor site-specific staging of the play had 

added a desirable affective and atmospheric quality to the play; with one 

respondent commenting “[…] It was good to have it performed at the site of 

a “Big House”” (Smith “Site-Specific Performance of O’Flaherty V.C. 

Audience Feedback Questionnaire”). And another writing “[…] felt the 

house from the beginning which was nice *main characters made good 

references” (Smith “Site-Specific Performance of O’Flaherty V.C. Audience 

Feedback Questionnaire”). Only one audience member responded that they 

felt the play would have been better staged indoors, due to the weather 

(Smith “Site-Specific Performance of O’Flaherty V.C. Audience Feedback 

Questionnaire”).  
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1.5 A Timely Critique of Nationalism and National 

Patriotism 

Throughout the play Shaw utilises O’Flaherty, newly returned from 

the front-line, to not only critique extreme nationalism in Ireland but also to 

mock the relatively recent rise of English national patriotism. In his 1914 

manuscript, “Common Sense About the War”, Shaw had railed against the 

extreme patriotism and tribalism being contrived by the media and war 

office and denounced its creation of war hysteria and xenophobic rhetoric. 

Within O’Flaherty V.C. Shaw similarly denounces all forms of extreme 

nationalism.  

Lauren Arrington contends that it was this equal treatment of both 

Irish and English patriotism, and overall denouncement of the phenomenon 

of national patriotism within the play, which ultimately facilitated Dublin 

Castle’s postponement of O’Flaherty V.C. in 1915; just weeks before its 

scheduled production at the Abbey in November.  Shaw’s treatment of 

nationalism and patriotism meant that neither Dublin Castle nor the Gaelic 

League were willing to champion his play’s production (Arrington 91). 

Through his critique of nationalism Shaw can ultimately be seen as 

advocating for the Irish public to overcome their past oppression 

psychologically and adopt a more international and future orientated 

outlook; so as to gain economic prosperity.  This social message of the play, 

however, would become a moot point before the drama was ever staged in 

Ireland, due to the events of the 1916 Easter Rising. 

In the play’s later written preface, Shaw acknowledges that due to 

the events and aftermath of the 1916 uprising, the social message of 

O’Flaherty V.C. was, upon its publication, already out-dated; it describes 

the conclusion of the rebellion, which saw the British government reduce 

the centre of Dublin “to ruins” and execute the rebel leaders “in cold blood” 

(202). By acknowledging that the intended audience for which he wrote the 

play no longer existed, Shaw showed that he understood that the British 

government’s actions, during and after the rebellion, had created a stain on 

the Irish mindset that would not be soon erased. However, Shaw’s final line 
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within the preface, “What can I do but apologize, and publish the play now 

that it can no longer do any good?”, is ambiguous (203). Formatted as a 

question, it can be interpreted as an implication that Shaw did envision a 

time when the Irish public would be open to the play’s international socialist 

message. This project tested if that time had arrived.  

 While conducting studio-work on the play, I was very aware that, 

despite the play’s focus on the politics of the era, Shaw’s discussion 

regarding nationalism bore a striking relevance to the condition of 

contemporary Irish - and wider - society in 2016. Ireland, still recovering 

from the 2008 recession and global financial crisis, was amid a 

homelessness crisis. The previous few years had seen the growth of social 

unrest due to continued austerity measures. After no single party won 

governmental leadership in the General Election (February 2016), the 

country was without a new government for over two months. This meant 

that the outgoing government had to stand-in to host the large spectacle of 

national pride organised for the Easter weekend; the focal point of the 1916 

commemorations. Fine Gael took power in early May, forming a minority-

led government facilitated by a confidence and supply arrangement with 

Fianna Fáil. 

Internationally, a shift was occurring in world politics towards the 

far-right and populism. The continued Syrian war had plunged Europe into a 

critical refugee crisis, which saw the largest mass movement of people since 

the Second World War (“The EU and the Refugee Crisis”). The crisis saw 

focused media coverage, with all news mediums featuring harrowing 

pictures of refugees, particularly bereft and helpless children on a daily 

basis. The UK’s so called ‘Brexit’ referendum on June 23
rd

 saw the British 

public vote to leave the E.U. (51.9% to 48.1%). The UK’s inability to 

control inward migration while being part of the EU was a major platform 

for the leave campaigners, who espoused tribal nationalist rhetoric 

throughout their campaign.  The result caused much concern and 

speculation in Ireland regarding the future of the Ireland-Northern Ireland 

border, and triggered an immense and immediate backlash in British 

politics. During this period there was also international anxiety over Islamic 
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extremism and the threat of terrorism; the terrorist group ISIS (the Islamic 

State of Iraq and Syria), also known as ISIL (the Islamic State of Iraq and 

the Levant), receiving a significant amount of media attention. This was due 

to a spate of attacks and the recent phenomenon of individuals being 

radicalised via social media and online sites. In the summer of 2016, 

coverage of the US presidential race was prevalent on international and 

national news media. Running on a platform of ‘America First’, Trump’s 

campaign drew on the fear created by the terrorist activity and espoused 

nationalist and xenophobic rhetoric.  

During the project, I found that Shaw’s critique of nationalism 

within the play resonated with the cultural context of 2016, due to Shaw’s 

wide-ranging approach to the theme. Not only does Shaw discuss Irish 

extreme nationalism and British patriotism within O’Flaherty V.C., he 

explores the very system of nationalism as an ideological concept through 

the interactions of the characters.  

Early in the narrative Shaw exposes the paradox of nationalism, 

namely that it promotes citizens to have a sense of ownership over their 

country, despite many of them not legally owning any part of the land. 

O’Flaherty makes this point to Sir Pearce when the former asserts that 

together they are fighting for their king and country. 

 

Well, sir, to you that have an estate in it, it would feel like your 

country. But the divil a perch of it ever I owned. And as to the king: 

God help him, my mother would have taken the skin off my back if 

I'd ever let on to have any other king than Parnell. (206) 

 

These lines struck a sharp chord in 2016 Ireland as, although 

feudalism had long been a thing of the past, many citizens were not in a 

financial position to purchase their own homes; either then or in the 

foreseeable future. Moreover, when our performance occurred, 

homelessness was hurtling towards a critical level. In May 2016, according 

to a report by the Department of the Environment, 5,963 individuals in 

Ireland were homeless (a 44% increase from the previous year) (Brennan). 
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Within the play, O’Flaherty’s time at war has endowed him with a 

new perspective of Ireland as a country and his old life there. His receival of 

the Victoria Cross has created an unusual situation, in that he is now on a 

more equal footing with his landlord and General, Sir Pearce. In these new 

circumstances, empowered by his new international outlook, O’Flaherty 

asserts his position as a strong, independent and thinking individual; 

rewriting the rules of social engagement he has previously lived by, which 

saw him as subservient to both Sir Pearce and his mother. By presenting, in 

Sir Pearce, the epitome of a British Junker and in Mrs O’Flaherty, the 

epitome of an extreme nationalist, Shaw endows O’Flaherty overcoming 

them with increased significance. As the play progresses, Shaw, via 

O’Flaherty’s interactions with Sir Pearce and his mother, shows both class 

and nationalism to be unfixed ideological concepts, which can be challenged 

and ultimately rejected. 

Although O’Flaherty is respectful to Sir Pearce, he shows himself to 

be more in control of their conversation, due to his local knowledge and 

wartime experiences. Talking plainly and candidly to his superior 

(something he, nor any other tenant, has done before), O’Flaherty reveals 

the depth of Sir Pearce’s ignorance regarding the sensibilities of his own 

tenants (207). Similarly, during his dialogue with his mother, it is clear that 

O’Flaherty is breaking the normal patterns of behaviour when he does not 

kowtow to her opinion or apologise for his deceit. 

As O’Flaherty’s divulgences to Sir Pearce are completely 

incongruous to their respective social positions and the context of their 

relationship, they come across as very comical. It is through this use of 

verbal irony that Shaw puts O’Flaherty in control of the conversations with 

Sir Pearce and his mother. The status shifts induced by O’Flaherty’s new 

behaviour generates humour, which serves to couch Shaw’s anti-nationalist 

and anti-war messages; making them more palatable for public consumption 

than they had been in “Common Sense About the War”.  

One notable exchange between O’Flaherty and Sir Pearce is when 

O’Flaherty reveals that he often poached and stole from Sir Pearce. The 
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situation is compounded by O’Flaherty’s unrepentant attitude, as he stole 

out of necessity.
12

 

 

 O'FLAHERTY.   Sure we needed them, sir. Often and 

often we had to sell our own geese to 

pay you the rent to satisfy your needs; 

and why shouldn't we sell your geese 

to satisfy ours? 

 SIR PEARCE.   Well, damn me! 

 O'FLAHERTY.    [sweetly]. Sure you had to get what 

you could out of us; and we had to get 

what we could out of you. God forgive 

us both!  

        (214) 

 

This exchange again struck a chord with the situation of Ireland in 

2016 and spoke to the consequences of the Irish austerity policies in recent 

years. In 2016 the ongoing homelessness crisis meant that the Irish public 

were extremely conscious of the lengths people are driven to by necessity, 

and the desperation people can feel when in abject poverty.  

In the above exchange O’Flaherty suggests both he and Sir Pearce 

had been operating in a mutually exploitative way, conforming to the norms 

of the traditional landlord-tenant relationship. Over the course of their 

exchanges, Shaw appears to advocate a change of perspective on behalf of 

both the Irish peasantry and the Anglo-Irish aristocracy towards one 

another. Through his exposition of both O’Flaherty’s relationship with his 

mother the O’Flahertys’ relationship with Sir Pearce, Shaw suggests that 

subservience is performative and not systemic. 

O’Flaherty’s disillusionment with his home country comes to a head 

at the end of the play. Concluding that he has been manipulated, lied to, and 

                                                             
12 Within his article, “Shaw, Ireland, and World War I: O’Flaherty V.C., an Unlikely 

Recruiting Play”, Terry Phillips suggests that Shaw crafted the play for a working-class 

audience. He asserts that this portrayal of the impoverished rural, Irish stealing to survive, 

stands in opposition to the exoticised representation of the peasantry contributed to by the 

Gaelic movement (137).  
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controlled by those around him, namely, his mother, Sir Pearce, and Tessie, 

he resolves to live his life for himself on his own terms. 

     

 I'll have a French wife, I tell you; and when I settle down to be a 

farmer I'll have a French farm, with a field as big as the continent 

of Europe that ten of your dirty little fields here wouldn't so much 

as fill the ditch of (222). 

  

Importantly his resolution means that he asserts his ability to break 

away from past behaviours and go against Irish societal norms and 

expectations. Within the performance the age difference between the 

characters of O’Flaherty and Tessie, and Sir Pearce and Mrs O’Flaherty, 

gave semiotic strength to this message. This was particularly felt in 

O’Flaherty’s line “You can take your old way or take my young way. But 

stick in this place I will not …” (224) 

To aid the cast in their demonstration of the evident status shifts 

between the characters within the performance, I led the actors in status 

exercises devised by teacher and director, Brigid Panet. In her book 

Essential Acting, Panet writes: 

 

‘Status’ for actors is about how much power a person has within the 

space they occupy. It is best thought of as the power of an individual 

or group to change the space and the people in it. (61) 

 

The first exercise I engaged in with the actors was in the form of a 

status number game created by Panet (61). The purpose was to illustrate 

how to portray varying levels of status through the modification of outer 

behaviours, such as: stance; eye gaze; speech; movement. Moving on from 

this, I led the actors in an exercise which focused on the status shifts 

contained in the play-text. Each standing beside a chair, the actors were 

required to overtly demonstrate their character’s changing status positions in 

a scene: depending on what they felt their status level was at any point 

within the scene, they would kneel (demonstrating low status), stand 

(neutral status), or place one foot on the chair (high status). This required 

the cast to judge their own status level, while also taking into account the 
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level being occupied by the other characters. Afterwards we discussed the 

character relationships as a group, before running the scene again free of the 

exercise. Fig. 1.10 shows a studio session with the actors playing 

O’Flaherty, Mrs O’Flaherty, and Sir Pearce. 

 

 

Fig. 1.10. Studio session, creating the site-specific performance 

of O’Flaherty V.C.  

Source: Aisling Smith, JPEG, 2016. 

 

As discussed, through Shaw’s employment of verbal irony, the 

dialogue of the play-text is extremely witty. However, through the 

rehearsals and public performance, it became clear that a significant portion 

of the play’s humour lies in its performance. This was especially true with 

regard to the status shifts and incidents of falsity within the play. During the 

performance the humour evoked by the dramatic irony of Mrs O’Flaherty’s 

sycophancy towards Sir Pearce, was compounded by Sir Pearce’s 

incredulous facial expressions, and O’Flaherty’s knowing looks. Similarly, 

the comic effect of Mrs O’Flaherty’s change of demeanour upon Sir 

Pearce’s exit was emphasised by her change in stance, facial expression, and 

tone of voice; as trying to make her son feel contrite she switched from 

being a sycophantic tenant to a domineering mother (fig. 1.11 and 1.12).  
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Fig. 1.11. O’Flaherty V.C. production shot, Sir Pearce between 

O’Flaherty and Mrs O’Flaherty 

 Source: Aisling Smith, JPEG, 2016.  

 

 

Fig. 1.12. O’Flaherty V.C. production shot, Mrs O’Flaherty 

showing her annoyance 

Source: Aisling Smith, JPEG, 2016. 

 

Through O’Flaherty’s interactions with both Sir Pearce and his 

mother, Shaw shows both class and nationalism to be ideological and 

unfixed.  Shaw further conveys the changeable nature of ideological beliefs 

by systematically setting up, and then undermining, symbols of elevated 
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status within the play: the Victoria Cross is reduced to having no value 

“barring the little pension it carries” (211); Tessie’s gold chain, contested by 

Mrs O’Flaherty, is revealed to have been looted by Dennis from a German 

prisoner (and not yet verified to be real gold); the parish priest is exposed as 

a hypocritical opportunist; the King and Queen of England are not merely 

normalised, but presented as figures worthy of sympathy.  

 

She [the Queen] didn’t know what to say to me, poor woman! And I 

didn’t know what to say to her, god help me! (221) 

 

‘Arra hold your nonsense, mother: he’s [The King] not half the 

tyrant you are, God help him. His hand was cleaner than mine that 

had the blood of his own relations on it, maybe. (217)  

 

Considering Shaw’s advocation for the Irish public to reject extreme 

nationalism, and to move ideologically past the wrongs done to them at the 

hands of the British, it is significant that Shaw chose for the action of the 

drama to be played in front of an Irish ‘Big House’. As the Irish Big House 

was, in 1915, a stark and familiar symbol of British occupation in Ireland, I 

contend that Shaw chose it as the backdrop to the drama to set it up as 

another symbol to be stripped of its ideological power; thereby, encouraging 

the Irish public not to place any value in shibboleths of the past. 

We learn in the play that, although Mrs O’Flaherty used to be 

employed by the general and his wife, this is the first occasion that she and 

her son have been invited to join Sir Pearce for tea. From her conversation 

with Tessie we glean that Mrs O’Flaherty is used to entering the house by 

the back door and taking tea in the kitchen with the staff. Considering this, 

Mrs O’Flaherty and Tessie’s use of the front door of the house, at the end of 

the play, could be seen as symbolic; a suggestiong that the native Irish 

people are capable of moving past their ideological and historic 

subjectification. This would enable them to form a new working relationship 

with Britain and enjoy greater economic and social prosperity. 

Given the absence of the house, the concept of it as a symbol to be 

stripped of its power within the play became more complex in our 
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production. However, it was not lost. During the performance, the 

foundation plinth at Coole drew attention to the defensively nationalist ethos 

that the new Irish Free State promoted, after its establishment in 1922. 

Which, rather than promoting a psychological overcoming of the nation’s 

turbulent past, as Shaw advocates within the play, opted to tear down and 

destroy symbols of British power. The result being that British occupation 

of Ireland continued to haunt Irish politics in the same manner that the Big 

Houses continued to haunt Irish landscapes. 

The result of the 2016 Brexit referendum impacted upon my 

interpretation of the play, and receival of the site-specific performance 

greatly; particularly regarding the role of the absent house within the 

performance. The nationalist rhetoric espoused by the leave campaign, and 

the ensuing referendum result, seemed to be in direct opposition to the 

message of the play. Due to the referendum result, at the moment of the site-

specific performance at Coole, Ireland appeared to be on the cusp of a new 

relationship with Britain. For me, the uncertainty of this future relationship 

was emphasised by the performance; particularly in relation to the possible 

impact it could have on Northern Ireland. The status of Coole as a national 

heritage site, and its connections to a nationalist movement, played a key 

role during our performance it facilitated the audience’s consideration of 

O’Flaherty’s statements in terms of the role nationalism has played in 

Ireland, from the play’s creation to the present day. Additionally, the 

affective presence of the house encouraged the audience to reflect on the 

country’s past, present, and future relationship to the UK and wider world.  

 

1.6 Engaging With The Irish Literary Revival  

As part of his addressing of Irish nationalism within the play, Shaw 

critiques the National Literary Revival; a nationalist movement intrinsically 

linked to our performance site. Shaw’s critique is formed through the 

presentation of the O’Flahertys and Tessie as representations of rural Irish 

peasants: the subversion of the revivalist troupe of the keening woman, and 



Chapter 1. G.B.S. Was Here 

85 
 

the motif of self-sacrifice; the engagement with Lady Gregory and Yeats’s 

renowned nationalist play, Cathleen Ní Houlihan. 

Anthony Roche characterises Shaw as an absent presence within the 

recorded history of the Irish Dramatic Revival; suggesting that Shaw’s 

involvement in the movement has been persistently diminished despite his 

notable contributions to it. As, however, in 1915 Shaw was a long-standing 

participant of the movement, his critique of the revivalists’ discourse, in 

O’Flaherty V.C., was also a contribution to the same discourse.  

In “The Imaginary Peasant” Edward Hirsch asserts that to write 

about the Irish peasantry during the period of the national literary revival 

was to engage in a complex social and political discourse, concerning 

Ireland’s culture and future (116). Within O’Flaherty V.C., Shaw presents 

the audience with peasants who pose a sharp contrast to those seen in other 

revivalists’ works. Collectively the revivalists, seeking to idealise the native 

Irish and overturn England’s prevailing colonial stereotype ‘stage Irishman’, 

had aestheticized the Irish peasantry into one romanticised entity. Shaw 

criticises this practice by presenting the bawdy, selfish, and materialistic 

Tessie and Mrs O’Flaherty; characters that are a far cry from the idealised 

and noble peasants of other literary works.  

In September 1915, upon finishing the shorthand draft of the play, 

Shaw joked to Lady Gregory, via letter, that the play would provoke rioting 

among the Abbey audience, presumably owing to its portrayal of the Irish 

peasantry and denouncement of nationalism.  

 

The picture of the Irish character will make the Playboy
13

 seem a 

patriotic rhapsody by comparison. The ending is cynical to the last 

possible degree. The idea is that O’Flaherty’s experience in the 

trenches has induced in him a terrible realism and an unbearable 

candor. He sees Ireland as it is, his mother as she is; and his 

sweetheart as she is; and he goes back to the dreaded trenches 

joyfully for the sake of peace and quietness. (Gregory Shaw, Lady 

Gregory And The Abbey 95) 

 

                                                             
13 A reference to J.M. Synge’s Playboy of the Western World. 
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Within the play, Shaw even gently mocks his friend Lady Gregory’s 

relationship with the Galwegians in her locality, by having O’Flaherty 

candidly reminisce over how Sir Pearce’s wife, her Ladyship, interacted 

with the locals.  

She was always a kind friend to the poor. Little her ladyship knew, 

God help her, the depth of devilment that was in us: we were like a 

play to her. You see, sir, she was English: that was how it was. (…) 

Oh, her ladyship never knew all that was going on behind her back: 

how would she? (213) 

 

This light-hearted Shavian jab at Lady Gregory and the revivalists 

was very clearly communicated in our performance; with the actor 

motioning towards the absent Coole House during this line. 

A striking aspect of Shaw’s critique of the movement is O’Flaherty’s 

allusion that the literary artists are responsible for fuelling social unrest and 

perpetuating continued poverty in Ireland. It is the artists’ keeping past 

national grievances alive, through their presentation of historic acts of 

English oppression and Irish rebellion, that have, according to Shaw, 

effectively stunted the development of the nation. He suggests that it is they 

who created the stories and ballads which he cited as having “filled” his 

mother’s and, in turn, his head. Thereby, keeping him ignorant and creating 

a psychological partition between him and his fellow man (according to 

strong indictment of nationalism discussed earlier) (210).  

While Shaw critiques the movement as a whole in this way, he also 

directly engages with Gregory and Yeats’s play Cathleen Ní Houlihan. 

O’Flaherty specifically references the Shan Van Vocht and her prophecies, 

in relation to his extreme nationalist mother (208). Roche writes how the 

play can be read a “comic inversion” of Cathleen Ní Houlihan; with Mrs 

O‘Flaherty and Tessie together acting as a parody of the rejuvenating 

Cathleen (94). While, in Yeats and Gregory’s play, Micheal sacrifices 

himself for Cathleen (the female embodiment of Ireland), O’Flaherty is not 

willing to sacrifice himself for the benefit of his mother or Tessie. Instead 

the disillusioned O’Flaherty unceremoniously brands his sweetheart a 

“covetous sthreal” (222). 
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 MRS O'FLAHERTY.  Why, what's come over you, child, at 

all at all? 

  

 O'FLAHERTY.   Knowledge and wisdom has come 

over me with pain and fear and 

trouble. I've been made a fool of and 

imposed upon all my life. I thought 

that covetous sthreal in there was a 

walking angel; and now if ever I 

marry at all I'll marry a 

Frenchwoman. (222) 

 

At this point in the play Shaw presents, in Mrs O’Flaherty, the 

traditional figure of the keening woman. However, rather than a genuine 

demonstration of sorrow, it is clear she is exaggerating her upset in a bid to 

manipulate her son; a ploy he quickly sees through, causing him to tell her 

to “hold [her] noise” (224). To highlight the disingenuousness of Mrs 

O’Flaherty’s wailing, the site-specific performance saw her put a cushion on 

the ground ahead of falling to her knees, for comfort, while utilising Sir 

Pearce’s handkerchief with great demonstrative effect (fig. 1.13). 

 

 



Chapter 1. G.B.S. Was Here 

88 
 

 

Fig. 1.13. O’Flaherty V.C. production shot, Mrs O’Flaherty wailing  

Source: Aisling Smith, JPEG, 2016. 

 

Shaw’s engagement with the Irish Literary Revival within the play 

informed the creative process of the project considerably; beginning with a 

read-through of Cathleen Ní Houlihan during a studio session. Within the 

performance, I experimented with actively highlighting O’Flaherty V.C.’s 

parodying of Yeats and Gregory’s play before the enactment of Shaw’s 

play, through imposed scenography on the host site.  

Upon entering the park from the main carpark, the audience was 

directed to take a specific route to the house foundation plinth, where 

Shaw’s play was to be performed. Turning off the main path, the audience 

members walked an adjacent dirt path through a wooded area (once the 

front lawn of the house). As they made their way along the path, at their 

own pace, they passed the actress who would later be playing Tessie (fig. 

1.14 and fig. 1.15.) Seemingly frozen in position, she wore a long green 

dress, with a black hooded cloak, and was playing a large golden harp; the 

perfect picture of female Ireland, or Cathleen Ní Houlihan.   
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Fig. 1.14.  O’Flaherty V.C. production shots, the actor playing Tessie 

posing as the female embodiment of Ireland 

Source: Aisling Smith, JPEG, 2016. 

 

Fig. 1.15. O’Flaherty V.C. production shot, path to the performance 

plinth with Tessie as the female embodiment of Ireland 

 Source: Aisling Smith, JPEG, 2016. 

 

Again, framing the play in the context of the 1916 centenary, WWI 

recruitment posters hung sporadically from the trees along the path (fig 

1.14). At the end of the path copies of the 1916 Declaration of Independence 

hung from two trees, flanking the lawn’s original stone steps (fig. 1.16). 
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Ascending the steps, the audience found themselves directly opposite the 

Coole House foundation plinth and playing area. 

 

 

Fig. 1.16.  O’Flaherty V.C Production shots, 1916 declaration of 

Independence flanking the old stone garden steps to the 

house foundation plinth, close-up and from a distance 

 Source: Aisling Smith, JPEG, 2016. 

 

In The Haunted Stage: Theatre as Memory Machine, Marvin 

Carlson discusses the actor’s role in the process of, what he terms, 

‘theatrical recycling’, and the effect it can have on the audience during a 

performance (53). Carlson details how, for an audience, an actor becomes 

ghosted by the previous roles they have played.(67) Within the performance 

Tessie’s earlier role of Cathleen Ní Houlihan, or mother Ireland, ghosted her 

new form; drawing attention to Shaw’s critique of the famous text. Given 

the short amount of time between the actor’s playing of the two roles, this 

ghosting was particularly concentrated and drew on the audience’s 

immediate associative memories. During the performance this ghosting 

made it clear that Tessie was much more than just a love interest within the 

play. She and Mrs O’Flaherty successfully represented the Ireland Shaw 

wanted to portray; one which was asking more from O’Flaherty than she 

was willing to give him in return. 

In her 2002 pioneering study of site-specific theatre practices in the 

UK, “Mapping the Terrain: a Survey of Site-Specific Performance in 

Britain”, Fiona Wilkie notes that consideration of the chosen place’s 
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established site-community can be an influencing factor, when creating site-

specific theatre. She writes “[… ] site-specific performance often 

approaches its sites as lived spaces, working to a greater or lesser extent 

with or for those who inhabit them.” (154) 

Coole is a lived space, with a strong site-community. This 

community can be divided into two core groups, the first are those who 

frequent Coole as their preferred public park: families; dogwalkers; nature 

enthusiasts. During a public talk on Lady Gregory in 2017, Galway raised 

academic researcher Emer O’Toole noted how she had unconsciously 

gained experiential knowledge of Lady Gregory and the literary revival 

during her childhood. “We went to Coole Park on picnics as kids. She [Lady 

Gregory] was just in the ether of the world in which I grew up in.” 

(O’Toole) 

The second group are those who have an active interest in the site’s 

heritage as the epicentre of the literary revival. This includes the Lady 

Gregory and Yeats heritage trail group; the Lady Gregory autumn gathering 

group; The Friends of Coole community group. In considering Coole’s site 

community during the project, I anticipated that, while they would have 

their own individual associations with Coole, they would be aware of the 

estate’s history. This influenced my decision to focus on Shaw’s 

engagement with Yeats and Gregory’s Cathleen Ní Houlihan in our 

performance, as I felt the site-community would appreciate Shaw’s intended 

subversion of the regenerating Cathleen Ní Houlihan.  While having the 

actor playing Tessie pose as Cathleen Ní Houlihan before the performance 

of the play may not have translated in a different performance location (the 

foyer of a theatre say), I determined that the site’s psycho-geographic link to 

Irish nationalism would help communicate her mystical identity; especially 

to those of the site-community familiar with Lady Gregory’s works. For the 

public performance a significant portion of the audience present were 

members of Coole’s site community. Although none of the twenty-nine 

audience members who completed Feedback Questionnaire indicated that 

they visited Coole “extremely regularly”, ten indicated that they visited the 
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site “regularly”, and four “very regularly” (Smith “Site-Specific 

Performance of O’Flaherty V.C. Audience Feedback Questionnaire”). 

 

1.7 Investigating the Theme of War 

A central theme of O’Flaherty V.C., and painfully relevant to our 

contemporary society, is that of war. O’Flaherty V.C., although focused on 

WWI, raises questions regarding contemporary society’s attitude towards 

war: how we approach it; what we think of it; who suffers the most from it; 

who benefits from it. O’Flaherty’s statement that “no war is right” (212) is 

easily accepted by, if not painfully obvious to, a contemporary audience. 

Why then has the world been embroiled in international conflict, practically 

steadfastly, since WWII?
14

 

During the proto-performance period of the project, The Chilcot 

Report was published in the UK. This brought the Iraq War back into the 

public domain and prompted its examination in relation to the ongoing 

Syrian conflict. Published on July 1
st
 2016, the report was an examination of 

the UK’s controversial joining of the Iraq War in 2003. It gave a damning 

judgement on the role played in the decision-making process, by then PM 

Tony Blair, stating that Blair had deliberately misled the British parliament 

regarding the circumstances on which they entered the war. The report 

found that he had exaggerated the extent and immediacy of the threat posed 

by Saddam Hussein and the Iraqi regime, thereby convincing Britain to join 

the U.S. in war before “peaceful options for disarmament” had been fully 

attempted (Mason et al.). In a press conference on the day of the report’s 

release, Blair took full responsibility for the decision to enter the war. He 

expressed great sorrow and regret for the loss of life incurred, mistakes 

made during the campaign, and the unpeaceful aftermath in Iraq. However, 

he denied that he had lied to parliament or rushed into the decision. He also 

                                                             
14  WWII  1939-1945; Cold War 1947-1991; Korean War 1950-1953; Vietnam War 1955-

1975; Cuban Missile Crisis 1962; Sino-Indian War 1962; Rhodesian War 1964-1979; 

Soviet-Afghan War 1979-1989; Falklands War 1982; Gulf War 1990-1991; Bosnian War 

1992-1995; Kosovo War 1998-1999; Iraq War 2003-2011; Syrian War 2011-present.  
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refuted that it had been the wrong decision, stating that he had reacted on 

good faith to the intelligence available at the time (Blair). 

 The cast and I discussed the Chilcot Report and the war in Iraq in 

relation to the First World War while investigating the theme of war within 

the play, during the conducted studio sessions. These discussions prompted 

me to source images used by national army recruitment campaigns from 

England, the U.S, and Ireland, dating from the Iraq War to the present-day; 

adding them to our studio wall collage. Interestingly in 2016 the Irish Army 

were involved in a focused recruitment drive looking to recruit women, who 

were underrepresented in the forces at the time. The cast and I compared the 

recent recruitment images and the 1915 recruitment posters, and I decided to 

include three Irish recruitment images
15

 within the performance’s 

complimentary programme (fig. 1.17) These comprised   of two WWI 

recruitment posters and one recent Irish Army recruitment image. The WWI 

recruitment posters included: an inspirational poster showing war hero 

Micheal O’Leary V.C (Shaw’s inspiration for O’Flaherty); an emotionally 

manipulative poster, calling on men to defend their women and avenge the 

atrocities committed in Belgium. The recent Irish recruitment image 

highlighted the technological capabilities of the army, showing a scene 

reminiscent of video-games. 

   

                                                             
15 The programme was in black and white, so the pictures were not in colour as shown in 

this chapter. 
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Fig. 1.17. Army recruitment images included in show programme of 

site-specific O’Flaherty V.C.: two posters dating from WWI 

and one contemporary Irish Army recruitment image 

Source: Aisling Smith, JPEG, 2016.  

 

One insight into the play-text, discovered through its performance, 

was that the theme of war is constantly present visually, throughout the 

play, owing to O’Flaherty and Sir Pearce’s wearing of British uniforms (fig. 

1.18). The uniforms served as a constant visual reminder of the ongoing 

war, to which O’Flaherty was due to return. This was particularly felt in the 

intimate scene between O’Flaherty and Tessie, in which his uniform served 

as a reminder of their circumstances (fig. 1.19). 
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Fig. 1.18. O’Flaherty V.C. Production shot, O’Flaherty’s and Sir 

Pearce’s final dialogue 

Source: Aisling Smith, JPEG, 2016. 

 

Fig. 1.19. O’Flaherty V.C. Production shots, O’Flaherty’s and Tessie’s 

scene 

Source: Aisling Smith, JPEG, 2016. 

 

The characters’ wearing of the uniforms also added to the comic 

effect of the fight between Tessie and Mrs O’Flaherty, at the end of the play 

(fig. 1.20), by highlighting the irony that it is the women and not the trained 

soldiers who engage in a physical fight. Another unplanned source of 
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humour within the site-specific performance was the ill-fitting nature of Sir 

Pearce’s costume; his considerably oversized uniform added to his 

befuddled state, making him a figure of fun within the play. This effect was 

compounded by his having to pull up his trousers at regular intervals during 

the performance. 
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Fig. 1.20. O’Flaherty V.C. Production shots, Tessie and Mrs 

O’Flaherty argue and fight 

Source: Aisling Smith, JPEG, 2016. 

 

During the studio work, a feature of the play that we identified to be 

extremely relevant to current world events, stemming from the theme of war 
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in the play, was Shaw’s critique of the media. During the play O’Flaherty 

questions the trustworthiness of newspapers, implying that they have a 

social agenda to control public opinion. This discussion emphasised the 

heightened prevalence of the media in contemporary society, with social 

media platforms facilitating unfettered access to a global audience. Within 

the studio sessions the cast and I related Shaw’s discussion to contemporary 

society, and the cautionary approach that, today, is necessary when 

absorbing facts relayed by national and international media outlets. During 

the proto-performance and performance period of the project, social media 

could be seen to be playing a major role within world politics; with 

international world leaders, politicians, and cultural icons, actively using the 

publicly accessible social media forum of Twitter to disseminate their views 

to the public. 

Aiming to link the discussion of the role of the media in society 

within the play to the current cultural condition in the site-specific 

performance, Sir Pearce read a recent copy of The Irish Times newspaper 

during the opening scene (fig. 1.21).  
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Fig. 1.21. O’Flaherty V.C. Production shot, Sir Pearce reading 

anachronistic The Irish Times newspaper 

Source: Aisling Smith, JPEG, 2016. 

 

This anachronistic  prop was then still visible to the audience when 

O’Flaherty gave his damning verdict of the media: 

 

Why should I read the papers to be humbugged and lied to by them 

that had the cunning to stay at home and send me to fight for them? 

Don't talk to me or to any soldier of the war being right. No war is 

right (212) 

 

This use of a contemporary newspaper felt counter intuitive two of 

the actors, who believed that we should use a newspaper which looked to be 

of the time. I had to reassure them that it was a conscious directorial 

decision to use a contemporary newspaper. 
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1.8 Challenges  

While different challenges presented themselves over the course of 

the project, there was one line of the play-text which I found particularly 

problematic during our studio work, due to the ongoing international 

tensions surrounding Islamic extremism.  

While arguing with his mother about his decision to join the British 

army in the war, O’Flaherty angrily explains that he made the decision on a 

monetary basis, finishing his argument as follows: 

 

 O'FLAHERTY.   [sarcastic]. Maybe you'd have me in 

the Turkish army, and worship the 

heathen Mahomet that put a corn in his 

ear and pretended it was a message 

from the heavens when the pigeon 

come to pick it out and eat it. I went 

where I could get the biggest 

allowance for you; and little thanks I 

get for it! (218-219) 

  

O’Flaherty effectively ends his rant by denouncing the legitimacy of 

the Islamic prophet Mohammed. We can deduce from Shaw’s stage 

direction (sarcastic) that he intended the delivery of the line to signal how 

O’Flaherty is speaking facetiously at this point in the argument. However, 

even considering this, the line still poses a difficulty in contemporary 

society as it is very culturally sensitive.  

When beginning the studio session on O’Flaherty V.C. in June 2016, 

it had been three months since ISIS accredited terrorist bombings had 

occurred in Brussels, at the city’s airport and Maelbeek metro station; 

seeing, thirty-two people killed and three-hundred and twenty injured 

(Rankin). It was also seven months since co-ordinated terrorist attacks, 

again credited to ISIS, had taken place in Paris; seeing the deaths of one-

hundred-and-thirty people and the wounding of hundreds more. During the 

period of our studio sessions, on July 15
th 

(Bastille Day), a terrorist attack 

took place in Nice, France, in which eighty-four people, including the 

perpetrator, were killed. Although I had intended not to cut or alter the play, 
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these contextual current affairs prompted me to consider cutting the line 

from the performance-text.  

Upon investigating Shaw’s possible intent behind the line, in the 

context of the rest of the play, I determined that, as the homogeny of 

peoples is a theme throughout the drama, the line may have been intended to 

widen the debate from nationalist extremism to further examples of 

ideological extremism. I also determined it possible that Shaw was using the 

line to make a veiled comparison between Ireland and parts of the Islamic 

world; where militant resistance against colonial oppression had waxed and 

waned over the preceding two centuries, similar to that in Ireland. Malika 

Zeghal and Marilyn Walderman write that Islamic protests regularly took 

the form of Jihads against Europeans, with religious leaders sometimes 

taking part in constitutional revolutions. This Jihad activity flared again in 

the late nineteenth century to combat against European colonisers. At the 

turn of the century however, secular ethnic nationalism was a more 

prevalent form of anti-colonial protest in the Islamic world (Waldman, 

Zeghal). Moreover, closely related to the immediate plot of O’Flaherty 

V.C., is the fact that - comparable to the two-hundred-thousand plus Irish 

men who voluntarily enlisted in the British Army during WWI - four-

hundred-thousand Muslims from India joined the army of their colonisers, 

the British, in the war. Indian enlistment in the British army in WWI was 

highlighted by Muslim civic leaders in Britain in 2014, at the beginning of 

the WWI centenary commemorations, to counter anti-Muslim prejudice 

(Quinn).  

Due to our increasingly mediatised society having witnessed the 

negative effects of ideological extremism in many forms over an extended 

period, combined with the ongoing focus on Islamic extremism, Shaw’s 

negative view of nationalism and ideological extremism within O’Flaherty 

V.C. bears a lot of weight for a contemporary audience. This is also the 

reason however, why I, as the director, felt that Shaw’s reference to 

Mohammed to be virtually unperformable. Although I did not believe the 

line was included wantonly by Shaw for shock value, the fact remained that 

it questions the legitimacy of a key element of the Islamic faith; something 
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which is distinctly taboo in contemporary society, largely due to fear 

stemming from terrorist activity driven by Islamic extremism.  

Although I believed the line to be very culturally insensitive, I did 

not judge that it could reasonably be construed as an attempt to incite hatred 

or prejudice. I also determined that it served to widen the discussion of 

ideological extremism within the play, in a manner particularly relevant to 

current world affairs. However, I feared including Shaw’s reference to 

Mohammed in our performance could cause offense to members of the 

audience, or further afield, and somehow provoke an extremely negative 

response. While aware that this fear was exactly the reaction ISIS, and such 

extremist groups, desire their terrorism to illicit, it was not without merit. 

France, more specifically Paris, had become a target for Islamic extremists 

in 2006 when the French satirical magazine Charlie-Hebdo re-published 

cartoons of the prophet Muhammed (which had previously appeared in a 

Danish daily newspaper). The magazine headquarters were subsequently 

firebombed in 2011 after the magazine published another cartoon of 

Mohammed. Then, in January 2015, the magazine’s offices were stormed by 

gunmen who shot and killed twelve people (“Charlie Hebdo and its Place in 

French Journalism”). 

During the rehearsals for the performance, while I decided whether 

or not to incorporate the line, the cast ran the scene with the line included. 

After much deliberation, I decided to employ what I deemed an acceptable 

compromise; while the Mohammed line would not be spoken during our 

performance, its absence would be conspicuous. At the point O’Flaherty 

was meant to say the line, I instructed the actor playing Tessie to play a long 

sharp note on the tin-whistle. During the whistle, the actor playing 

O’Flaherty mouthed the line, and did the physical actions we had blocked to 

accompany it, but he did not speak. No offence could be taken as the line 

was not said, yet it was clear that something had been removed from the 

play-text. This left the audience free to investigate what had been so 

conspicuously removed if they so wished. I was satisfied that we had not 

reduced the value of the play. Moreover, I felt this treatment of the line 
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resonated with the performance’s evocation of the absent Coole House; a 

culturally sensitive monument that had been removed.  

In the collected feedback forms, only one audience member 

commented on the missing line. In response to the question “was there any 

part of the performance that you found confusing or difficult to 

understand?”, they wrote “Turkey?” (Smith “Site-Specific Performance of 

O’Flaherty V.C. Audience Feedback Questionnaire”). 

Another challenging aspect of the play-text was its representation of 

gender, with regard to the portrayal of women within the play. During the 

aftermath period of the third PaR project, I engaged in critical reflection of 

the performance process of the first project. From this I determined that the 

created site-specific performance had not adequately addressed the 

representation of gender within the play; from either a contemporary 

perspective or in relation to wider society in 1915 Ireland.  

I had found on my early analysis of the play that though the narrative 

addressed many pertinent socio-political issues of Irish society in 1915, the 

characters’ discussions did not directly address specific issues pertaining to 

the role and position of women in society. Rather, the play appeared to 

portray the two female characters of the play, Mrs O’Flaherty and Tessie, in 

a negative manner in order to fulfil Shaw’s objectives of encouraging new 

recruits into the British army and promoting a new internationally minded 

outlook to the Irish public. I thus found myself unable to link ideas 

concerning gender and the role of women in society espoused within the 

play to contemporary social issues surrounding gender, in the same way in 

which I was able to link the play’s addressing of nationalism and war to 

contemporary discourses. Despite a core objective of the project being to 

explore the themes of gender within the play, this sense of difficulty led me 

to prioritise the themes of nationalism and war above gender throughout the 

creative process.  

From a close reading of the play, Shaw’s portrayal of Mrs 

O’Flaherty and Tessie can be seen to be predominantly negative. 

Throughout the play both women are shown to be self-centred and 
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materialistic; appearing to care more about money (and in the case of Mrs 

O’Flaherty nationalist values) than Dennis’ safety and well-being. 

Following Tessie’s insensitive questions regarding O’Flaherty’s pension and 

Mrs O’Flaherty’s focus on her separation allowance during their interactions 

with O’Flaherty, Shaw’s portrayal of the two women cumulates in their 

having a bawdy row over the necklace O’Flaherty gifted Tessie. In 

hindsight I can see that the created site-specific performance of the play did 

not interrogate or challenge the portrayal of Mrs O’Flaherty and Tessie 

within the play, or explore the characters from a contemporary viewpoint. 

When conducting my research on the cultural and political context 

of the time in which the play was written, I did not analyse the role and 

position of women in 1915; but rather focused on Constitutional 

Nationalism, the Gaelic revival, landlord-tenant relations, Irish Big Houses, 

the 1913 Strike and Lockout, WWI, and the 1916 Rising. Moreover, 

although the portrayal of Tessie and Mrs O’Flaherty within the play was 

briefly explored during the studio sessions, when engaging in character 

work, the representation of gender within the play as a whole was not 

something focused on in any great depth or detail during the conducted 

sessions.  

As a result, when it came to blocking the performance and deciding 

on the scenographic elements to impose on the host site, I found I lacked 

creative inspiration as to how to address the theme of gender from a 

contemporary perspective within the created performance. For example, I 

considered attempting to comment on the disparity between the role of 

women within the play and that of contemporary society through costume, 

however I could not think of a way to do this while still using period 

appropriate costumes to ground the action of the play in 1915. 

As an objective of the PaR PhD project as a whole was to provide a 

contemporary reading of Shaw’s plays focusing on gender, class, and 

identity, my concentrated focus on the themes of war and nationalism 

throughout the performance process to the neglect of the representation of 

women within the play, was a failing of the project. For this reason, after 

completing the final PaR project I returned to O’Flaherty V.C. to investigate 
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the representation of gender within the play and consider what I could have 

done differently within the project.  

On identifying that my neglect of the theme of the representation of 

gender within the created performance stemmed from an absence of the 

theme in my initial research within the proto-performance stage, I began by 

analysing Shaw’s portrayal of the two women within the play in the context 

of his polemic and the position of women in society in 1915 Ireland. One 

aspect of Shaw’s portrayal of Tessie and Mrs O’Flaherty which had struck 

me during the project, was that it stands in opposition to the sympathetic 

views towards women during war-time Shaw had espoused in his “Common 

Sense About the War”.  Although Shaw alludes to the War Office’s 

uncharitable treatment of the family of soldiers via Mrs O’Flaherty’s 

recounting of her altercation with the government officials (219), he overall 

provides a decidedly unsympathetic portrayal of women left at home during 

war-time in O’Flaherty V.C. via the callous Tessie and comical Mrs 

O’Flaherty. Conversely, within “Common Sense About the War” Shaw 

gave a much more sympathetic view of such women. He specifically 

condemned the fact that a widow’s pension was less than the separation 

allowance and the children’s separation allowance less than that afforded an 

illegitimate child under an affiliation order (62). He also gave a general 

sense of the hardship endured by working-class women and children in war-

time on both sides of the divide; noting that discerning and sensible 

potential recruits will know “that it is one thing to fight for your country, 

and quite another to let your wife and children starve to save our rich idlers 

from a rise in the supertax.” (61-62). 

Within the later written preface to the O’Flaherty V.C.  Shaw 

addresses the harsh portrayal of Tessie and Mrs O’Flaherty within the play, 

writing: 

No one will ever know how many men joined the army in 1914 and 

1915 to escape from tyrants and taskmasters, termagants and shrews, 

none of whom are any the less irksome when they happen by 

ill−luck to be also our fathers, our mothers, our wives and our 

children. Even at their amiablest, a holiday from them may be a 

tempting change for all parties. That is why I did not endow 

O'Flaherty V.C. with an ideal Irish colleen for his sweetheart, and 
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gave him for his mother a Volumnia of the potato patch rather than a 

affectionate parent from whom he could not so easily have torn 

himself away (203) 

 

According to Shaw, he purposely presented Tessie and Mrs 

O’Flaherty as reprehensible individuals, in order to put forward escape from 

undesirable people in their home life as a motivation to enlist in the army. 

This explanation is supported by the fact that it is immediately after 

breaking up the fight between Tessie and his mother that O’Flaherty 

reminisces about his time at war and confide to Sir Pearce “(...) Some likes 

war's alarums; and some likes home life. I've tried both, sir; and I'm for 

war's alarums now. I always was a quiet lad by natural disposition.” (227) 

Further to the objective of providing a possible motivation for recruitment, 

Shaw’s portrayal of Tessie and Mrs O’Flaherty as greedy and devious also 

facilitated his parodying of Yeats and Lady Gregory’s Cathleen Ní 

Houlihan and other troupes of revivalist works, as discussed in section 1.6, 

‘Engaging With The Irish Literary Revival’. Moreover, it was through his 

characterisation of Mrs O’Flaherty that Shaw delivered his biting of satire of 

extreme Irish nationalism, while still cushioning the critique with comedy 

within the play. One example of this is O’Flaherty’s assertion is that his 

mother credits every person of consequence to be or have been Irish; 

including Shakespeare who is claims was born in Cork. (215)     

One could thus conclude that Shaw sacrificed portraying the 

hardships endured by rural women in war-time Ireland, through the creation 

of sympathetic female figures, in order to prioritise his recruitment message 

and derisive condemnation of extreme nationalism. However, on close 

analysis of the text in consideration of the cultural context of the time, I 

came to a different possible interpretation; that Shaw intended for Tessie 

and Mrs O’Flaherty’s off-putting behaviours to act as signifiers of their 

doubly subjugated state and the untenable nature of their social situation. 

Within his article, “Shaw, Ireland, and World War I: O’Flaherty 

V.C., an Unlikely Recruiting Play”, Terry Phillips proposes that Shaw raises 

the idea of dishonesty and subterfuge being the only real resort of the 

oppressed, throughout O’Flaherty V.C. (137). For Phillips, this social 
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message becomes clear with O’Flaherty’s unashamed explanation of why he 

and his mother stole Sir Pearce’s geese (137). Phillips writes “Mrs 

O’Flaherty is devious because she needs to be in order to survive. Her 

behavior is dictated by economics rather than ethnicity.” (137). Noting that 

consideration of the impoverished circumstances of rural Ireland in 1915 

lends a more sympathetic perspective to the monetary focused attitudes and 

behaviours  of Tessie and Mrs O’Flaherty, Phillips maintains the play puts 

forward the idea that the pursuit of survival necessitates dishonesty and 

subterfuge among the rural working-classes. While I agree with this 

assessment, I would argue that Shaw makes this point (that the pursuit of 

survival necessitates dishonesty and mis-conduct) with particular reference 

to rural working-class women within the play.   

Throughout the play O’Flaherty does not empathise with Tessie and 

Mrs O’Flaherty’s mercenary attitudes, rather he decidedly denounces Tessie 

as a “covetous sthreal” (222) and his mother as “a silly ignorant old 

countrywoman” (223), before declaring “It's nothing but milch cows we 

men are for the women, with their separation allowances, ever since the war 

began, bad luck to them that made it!” (224). Although O’Flaherty admits 

that in the past, following the standard Landlord tenant relationship, he has 

deceived Sir Pearce out of necessity, it is clear that this is not how 

O’Flaherty intends to operate in the future owing to his new outlook. 

Importantly O’Flaherty obtained this new perspective by joining the war 

and leaving Ireland; an option not available to Mrs O’Flaherty and Tessie or 

any Irish woman, who did not hold the same rights or social independence 

as men.  

Economically dependent on O’Flaherty, Mrs O’Flaherty and Tessie 

can be seen to be doubly subjugated, both as rural tenants and as women. 

Shaw illustrates this fact by showing a similar paradigm to exist between 

O’Flaherty and the women in his life, as to that which exists between Sir 

Pearce and his tenants. As O’Flaherty explains to Sir Pearce although his 

mother cares for Sir Pearce enough to pray for his religious conversion and 

salvation (213), she presents a false version of herself to him and steals from 

him when necessary in order to survive. Similarly, although Mrs O’Flaherty 
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and Tessie care for O’Flaherty, they act in a mercenary and manipulative 

manner toward him, as he has greater control of their future quality of life 

and survival than they do. His mother needs to control him in order to wield 

control over her own life. 

This interpretation of Shaw’s characterisation of the women within 

O’Flaherty V.C. aligns with James Connolly’s assessment of the situation of 

working class women in rural Ireland, as described in his socialist pamphlet 

“The Re-Conquest of Ireland” (published 1915). He writes: 

 

The daughters of the Irish peasantry have been the cheapest slaves in 

existence – slaves to their own family, who were, in turn, slaves to 

all social parasites of a landlord and gombeen-ridden community. 

The peasant, in whom centuries of servitude and hunger had bred a 

fierce craving for money, usually regarded his daughters as beings 

sent by God to lighten his burden through life, and too often the 

same point of view was as fiercely insisted upon by the clergymen of 

all denominations. (...)The Irish peasant, in too many cases, treated 

his daughters in much the same manner as he regarded a plough or a 

spade – as tools with which to work the farm. The whole mental 

outlook, the entire moral atmosphere of the countryside, enforced 

this point of view. (...) Never were the ears of the young polluted by 

any reference to ‘rights’, and, growing up in this atmosphere, the 

women of Ireland accepted their position of social inferiority. (239-

240) 

 

It is noteworthy that Connolly references the role of clergymen in 

the subjugation of rural Irish women, as Shaw makes a point of having 

Tessie comments that she is glad the priest can’t see them after she and 

O’Flaherty have kissed (220). 

. The interpretation of Mrs O’Flaherty and Tessie’s selfish and 

mercenary behaviours as being symptomatic of the untenable social position 

they occupy as Irish peasant women, can also be seen to find support from 

Shaw’s “The Intelligent Woman’s Guide to Socialism and Capitalism” 

(1928). Within his notes for this document Shaw, with his trademark wit, 

wrote: 

 

A slave state is always ruled by those who can get round the masters. 

The slavery of women means the tyranny of women. No fascinating 
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woman ever wants to emancipate her sex; her object is to gather 

power into the hands of Man because she knows she can govern him. 

A cunning and attractive woman disguises her strength as womanly 

timidity, her unscrupulousness as womanly innocence, her 

impunities as womanly defencelessness: simple men are duped by 

them. (qtd in Holroyd 18) 

  

Although Mrs O’Flaherty’s shameless attempts to manipulate and 

emotionally blackmail her son at first appear callous and selfish, they 

become more understandable when one considers that his decisions will 

dictate her future and that he holds all the real power in their relationship. 

Similarly, although Tessie’s preoccupation with O’Flaherty’s pay and 

pension may seem crass and covetous at first, her questions are more 

palatable in consideration of the fact that her future and security are 

dependent on O’Flaherty’s answers. Indeed, this perspective legitimises Mrs 

O’Flaherty’s extreme reaction to O’Flaherty’s declaration that he will not 

marry Tessie but will instead move to France to find a French wife.   

  

 MRS O'FLAHERTY.  Oh, Sir, I'm ruined and destroyed. Oh, 

won't you speak to Dinny, Sir: I'm 

heart scalded with him. He wants to 

marry a Frenchwoman on me, and to 

go away and be a foreigner and desert 

his mother and betray his country. It's 

mad he is with the roaring of the 

cannons and he killing the Germans 

and the Germans killing him, bad cess 

to them! My boy is taken from me and 

turned agen me; and who is to take 

care of me in my old age after all I've 

done for him, ochone! ochone! (223) 

     

While on the surface the intensity and self-centred nature of her 

reaction appears funny, they are all real and legitimate concerns she raises; 

as her future is not in her own hands but in those of her son. She, as an old 

age widow, is in an extremely vulnerable position.  

Consideration of Tessie and Mrs O’Flaherty’s inferior social 

position as rural Irish women also lends a different perspective to the 

subsequent fight between Tessie and Mrs O’Flaherty. As the conditions 
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which have led to their argument can be seen to stem directly from their 

collective lack of financial independence from O’Flaherty, the row points to 

an unequal culture in which men are not held accountable for their actions. 

It is clear O’Flaherty has not been faithful to Tessie during his time away 

from his comment that he has been “as good as married” to a couple of 

Frenchwomen already (224). Through their explosive row Shaw shows the 

extent to which women are degraded within the current patriarchal social 

system by comparing the women to livestock. Mrs O’Flaherty and Tessie 

call one another an “impudent young heifer” and a “sloothering old sow” 

(225), before Sir Pearce yells: 

 

Mrs O'Flaherty!! Will you just listen to me one moment? Please. 

[Furiously.] Do you hear me speaking to you, woman? Are you 

human beings or are you wild beasts? Stop that noise immediately: 

do you hear? (226) 

 

Overall on reflection, when creating the sites-specific performance 

of the play I prioritised exploring the themes of war and nationalism, and 

communicating Shaw’s promotion of a new international and forward 

focused outlook within the play, over adequately exploring the 

representation of gender. This led me to make directorial choices which 

compounded the negative portrayal of Tessie and O’Flaherty within the 

performance instead of interrogating it. These choices include having the 

actor playing Mrs O’Flaherty spit on the ground any time she referenced the 

English and to act in a visibly over the top false manner after  O’Flaherty’s 

rejection of Tessie and Ireland as discussed in section 1.6.. These directives 

and the blocking of Tessie and Mrs O’Flaherty’s row did not present any 

consideration of the social and financial circumstances of the two women 

within the context of the narrative.  

After reviewing the performance process of the PaR project and 

engaging in concentrated research exploring Shaw’s portrayal of women 

within the play, I considered elements of the created site-specific 

performance I would alter, and new elements I would add, if I could do it 

again; to better explore the theme of gender within the created performance. 
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 Firstly, I would include an extract from chapter six from James 

Connolly’s pamphlet “The Re-Conquest of Ireland”, as quoted above, 

within the complimentary programme. I would also alter the timeline 

supplied within the programme so as to reflect better reflect the social 

position of women and the progression of the women’s movement. This 

would include  

 the addition of a brief characterization of the Irish suffrage campaign 

at the beginning of the timeline;  

 recognition that the 1916 declaration of Independence was addressed 

to Irish men and women; and  

 the addition of the Irish Women’s Franchise League’s (IWFL) 

decision to stand against the war and continue to campaign for the 

vote in 1914. 

Within the dressed route to the house foundation plinth, I would now 

include two to three suffrage posters among the WWI recruitment posters 

hanging from the trees. modelled on the front page of a 1914 issue of the 

IWFL’s The Irish Citizen, as pictured in fig. 1.22 , these posters would be 

would read “Votes For Women Now! Damn Your War!” (Oireachtas). I 

would also highlight the words ‘Irish Women’ on the first line of the copies 

of the 1916 declaration of independence flanking the steps leading to the 

house foundation plinth; by enlarging the text or through the use of a 

highlighting marker. 
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Fig. 1.22. Cover of The Irish Citizen, August 15, 1914. 

Source: Houses of the Oireahtas. “Suffrage and the National 

Question”. Oireachtas. 2019, 

https://www.oireachtas.ie/en/visit-and-learn/votail-

100/suffrage-and-the-national-question/ 

 

 With regard to the scenography of the performance of the play-text, I 

would seek to portray the financial poverty of Tessie and Mrs O’Flaherty by 

having them wear thread-bear clothes and torn stockings and make the two 

women appear malnourished and tired via the application of make-up. This 

costuming of Mrs O’Flaherty would purposely stand in stark opposition to 

O’Flaherty’s comment that his mother would “be after dressing in the 

heighth of grandeur” (212). I would also consider having Tessie wear a 

suffragette sash.  

Furthermore, I would alter my direction of the actor playing Mrs 

O’Flaherty in a manner that aimed to prioritise the communication of the 

dire nature of her circumstances as a widowed older woman, over playing 

the humour of the piece. This would possibly see her spitting on the mention 

of the English being replaced with a seemingly uncontrolled cough. I would 

also seek to provide a more complete and sympathetic portrayal of Tessie 

and Mrs O’Flaherty by having them continue their performances when ‘off-

stage’ yet still visible to the audience. One idea would be show Tessie as 

being excited to see O’Flaherty before their meeting and to demonstrate her 

https://www.oireachtas.ie/en/visit-and-learn/votail-100/suffrage-and-the-national-question/
https://www.oireachtas.ie/en/visit-and-learn/votail-100/suffrage-and-the-national-question/
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fondness for him after their scene together by looking back longingly after 

he has turned away. A stronger option would be to have Tessie cry after 

their scene, once she was sitting on top of the plinth ‘inside the house’. 

 Within one of the studio sessions conducted during the project, 

when engaging in character work, we explored the possible sub-text of 

Tessie and O’Flaherty’s scene. During a character building exercise the 

actor playing Tessie generated a more sympathetic reading of Tessie’s 

questioning of O’Flaherty, by vocalizing what she perceived as the sub-text 

of Tessie’s questions; as motivated by fear of the unknown future. This 

vocalized sub text included the following: 

 

 I’m worried about you. 

 I don’t’ want you to go. 

 What if you die? 

What if you come back wounded and can’t work?   How will we 

survive? 

 What if you’re not wounded but there’s no jobs? 

(Smith Studio Session no. 17 for Site-specific performance of 

O’Flaherty V.C.) 

 

 Although I found this created sub-text compelling and interesting, 

I could not think of a way to creatively include it into the created site-

specific performance. If I were to produce another production of O’Flaherty 

V.C. after 2020 when Shaw’s works are due to go out of copyright, I would 

consider adding lines to the play-text to include this imagined sub-text to 

Tessie and O’Flaherty’s scene. 

 

1.9 Conclusion  

Land ownership and authority over place have always been central 

to the Irish nationalist cause. Historically, attention has been drawn to sites 

where defining events in the nationalist struggle for independence have 

occurred; creating a psycho-geographical mapping of the country focused 

on specific locations associated with influential acts of Irish insurrection, or 
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English oppression. The National Heritage Site of Coole Park is part of this 

nationalist map; famous not for acts of heroic violence, but for the 

flourishing of the Irish Cultural Revival.   

Although there is not as strong a history of site-specific theatre in 

Ireland as there is in the UK, it is a performance genre which has become 

increasingly explored by theatre makers here in the past ten years. In many 

instances, it can be seen to have been utilised to allow people to witness and 

connect with spaces, and events, which have shaped present society 

(Haughton) (Van Winkle). It has also helped to foster a sense of community 

and unity through the evocation of our shared turbulent history.  

Both the site of Coole park - intrinsically linked to the play and the 

nationalist movement - and the social context of 2016 as the centennial year 

of the Easter Rising, provided a unique context in which to showcase the 

current relevance of Shaw’s O’Flaherty V.C.. Therefore, through the 

application of site-specific theatre to O’Flaherty V.C., this project aimed to 

highlight the immediate importance and applicability of the political and 

social discussions of the play to contemporary Irish and global society. This 

saw a focus on the play’s addressing of war; the role of the media in society; 

nationalism and patriotism; national identity.  

Working with four volunteer actors, I drew on Shavian scholarship, 

Pearson’s theory of site-specific theatre, and the acting techniques of Brigid 

Panet. Through these I developed strategies aimed at both making the play-

text accessible to the audience and promoting consideration of the themes 

and discussions of the play, in relation to current contemporary society. 

Strategies tested within the performance process included: utilising the 

context of the 1916 Rising centenary; providing complementary material; 

creating a liminal performance space; highlighting the contextual links 

between the play and the site. While testing these strategies, I employed 

period costumes and anachronistic set pieces and props; imposed 

scenography on the site through the creation of a specific route to the 

performance playing area; evoked the Irish Literary and Dramatic Revival 

play Cathleen Ní Houlihan. 
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Overall the received audience feedback, analysed during the 

aftermath period of the performance process, indicates that the audience 

were previously largely unfamiliar with both the play and the performance 

style of site-specific theatre. Of the twenty-nine audience members who 

supplied feedback, only four people had heard of Shaw’s O’Flaherty V.C., 

and not one respondent had read the play or seen another production (Smith 

“Site-Specific Performance of O’Flaherty V.C. Audience Feedback 

Questionnaire”). One respondent indicated that they were a regular attendee 

of site-specific theatre. Seven stated that they had attended one or more site-

specific performances, eight respondents indicated that they had only heard 

of it, and thirteen indicated that they had no previous knowledge of it as a 

performance style (Smith “Site-Specific Performance of O’Flaherty V.C. 

Audience Feedback Questionnaire”).  

Although eleven respondents indicated that they had been surprised 

by the outdoor site-specific staging, the response to it was predominately 

positive. One respondent wrote that it was good to have performed the play 

“at the site of a “big house”” (Smith “Site-Specific Performance of 

O’Flaherty V.C. Audience Feedback Questionnaire”) and another 

commented that it was good to have a site-specific performance outside of a 

city (Smith “Site-Specific Performance of O’Flaherty V.C. Audience 

Feedback Questionnaire”). The received feedback did indicate, however, 

that there was confusion regarding why the performance was classed as site-

specific. Four audience members appear to have believed that the play was 

written by Shaw to be performed at Coole. For example, one respondent 

commented “It was nice seeing it in the context for which it was written” 

(Smith “Site-Specific Performance of O’Flaherty V.C. Audience Feedback 

Questionnaire”). Also, the fact that it had rained throughout the performance 

featured heavily across the feedback. 

As the aim of the project was to highlight the current relevance of 

the play to a contemporary audience through the performance, I was 

interested in learning how contemporarily relevant the audience had found 

the site-specific performance. In response to the question “Do you feel there 

is a central message or theme to the play?” (Smith “Site-Specific 
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Performance of O’Flaherty V.C. Audience Feedback Questionnaire”), three 

respondents felt the core message of the play related only to the cultural 

circumstances of 1915 (Smith “Site-Specific Performance of O’Flaherty 

V.C. Audience Feedback Questionnaire”). The majority of the respondents, 

however, felt the core message or theme of the play lay outside its 

immediate narrative and the period within which it was written. The 

answers given included: the homogony of peoples; identity; patriotism; war; 

acceptance of cultural norms, specifically patriotism and religion; class 

(Smith “Site-Specific Performance of O’Flaherty V.C. Audience Feedback 

Questionnaire”). 

When asked to indicate, on a scale from 1 to 10, how relevant they 

felt the play to be to contemporary society (1 being extremely irrelevant and 

10 being extremely relevant): twelve respondents marked 10; four marked 

9; eight marked 8; two marked 7; one person marked 6-7; one person 

marked 4; one person marked 3 (Smith “Site-Specific Performance of 

O’Flaherty V.C. Audience Feedback Questionnaire”). From the resulting 

mean number of 8.5, we can gather that a significant majority felt the play 

was relevant to current society. Within their supplied feedback two audience 

members commented that they had been surprised by how “relevant” and 

“topical” they had found the play to be (Smith “Site-Specific Performance 

of O’Flaherty V.C. Audience Feedback Questionnaire”).   

In answer to the question “Did the performance make you think 

about social or political news stories, either national or global?” (Smith 

“Site-Specific Performance of O’Flaherty V.C. Audience Feedback 

Questionnaire”), the vast majority of respondents replied in the affirmative, 

with many referencing war and nationalism. One respondent answered 

“Absolutely, I feel the questions raised can be applied to any time period” 

(Smith “Site-Specific Performance of O’Flaherty V.C. Audience Feedback 

Questionnaire”). Another replied “yes, perhaps we are only learning now 

what happened at the beginning of the last century!” (Smith “Site-Specific 

Performance of O’Flaherty V.C. Audience Feedback Questionnaire”). This 

indicates how the context of the 1916 centenary was at the fore of public 

consciousness when the public performance took place. 
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When asked to comment on any specific aspect or part of the play 

which they felt was relevant to contemporary society, respondents 

referenced: the mother son relationship; issues of class; war; migration; 

patriotism; the provision of social welfare by the state (Smith “Site-Specific 

Performance of O’Flaherty V.C. Audience Feedback Questionnaire”). One 

respondent, referencing specific current events wrote: “Pat Hickey.
16

 

Trump. Syria. The fleadh – Ennis 1916 commemoration” (Smith “Site-

Specific Performance of O’Flaherty V.C. Audience Feedback 

Questionnaire”). This response (in its referencing of Donald Trump, the war 

in Syria, Olympic council president Pat Hickey, and Ennis’ hosting of the 

Fleadh Cheoil na hÉireann
17

 in 2016) illustrates how the themes of 

nationalism, national patriotism, and war within the play were applicable to 

both local and international issues. While another respondent’s answer, “I 

grew up in Belfast – enough said!”, indicates that they felt the issues raised 

by the play resonated with the situation of Northern Ireland from his 

childhood to the present day (Smith “Site-Specific Performance of 

O’Flaherty V.C. Audience Feedback Questionnaire”).  

The cultural context in which the studio-work of the project took 

place influenced the creative process significantly; regular group 

discussions, regarding current world affairs, aided the connection of current 

cultural conditions to those of the play. The UK Brexit referendum, in 

particular, greatly impacted upon my interpretation of the play during this 

period.  Overall the responses received appear to show that the themes 

focused on during the studio work, were communicated to the audience 

through the performance. However, it is difficult to know which theatrical 

devices employed were most effective in conveying the intended meaning 

of the play. Two elements of the feedback which I had not anticipated were 

that Brexit was not mentioned by any audience member, and that the 

mother-son relationship within the play was identified, by two respondents, 

as an aspect of the play which is relevant to contemporary society. This 

                                                             
16 At the time of the performance Pat Hickey was embroiled in a scandal involving the 

illegal reselling of tickets to the Rio Olympic games  (Peck).  

17 The largest annual Irish traditional music festival in the country.  
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shows that the play bears relevance to the private sphere as well as the 

public sphere; an aspect of the play not concentrated on during the creative 

process. 

Notably, the feedback showed the humour of the play as being 

particularly appreciated by the audience, which reflects its important role 

within the play-text. Twenty-six respondents wrote that they found the 

humour within the play funny and not outdated (Smith “Site-Specific 

Performance of O’Flaherty V.C. Audience Feedback Questionnaire”). In 

response to the question “How does this performance compare to any other 

1916 commemorative events that you have observed this year” (Smith 

“Site-Specific Performance of O’Flaherty V.C. Audience Feedback 

Questionnaire”), four people commented on the humour of the play; with 

one writing “More amusing and therefore more impact” (Smith “Site-

Specific Performance of O’Flaherty V.C. Audience Feedback 

Questionnaire”).  

New insights into the play, generated through the project, centre on 

how the themes of the play are emphasised through the semiotics of the 

performance. The relatively simple stage requirements laid out by Shaw 

(The Big House, WWI British uniforms, and the performance of the verbal 

and dramatic irony) have a significant semiotic impact in performance. 

During the site-specific performance, O’Flaherty and Sir Pearce’s uniforms 

kept the theme of war prominent throughout. This gave a sense of 

poignancy to O’Flaherty’s scene with Tessie, and highlighted the irony of 

Mrs O’Flaherty’s and Tessie’s physical altercation, which the two soldiers 

had to break up. Also, the age difference between the two sets of characters 

- O’Flaherty and Tessie, versus Sir Pearce and Mrs O’Flaherty - served to 

add significance to O’Flaherty’s resolution to break away from established 

customs and behaviours. While in Shaw’s vision of the play the Big House 

looms over the action (representing England’s occupation of the country) 

this performance saw the affective presence of Coole House as the back 

drop of the narrative; signifying Ireland’s troubled relationship with 

England and extreme nationalism as a whole.  
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Ultimately, the site-specific performance restored the play to is 

geographical beginnings, where the changed landscape gave the play-text 

increased depth and interpretive possibilities. Engaging with wider areas of 

heritage tourism memory the site’s connection to the Celtic revival and the 

context of the 1916 centenary facilitated the performance’s engagement 

with the audience’s collective national consciousness. This created a site-

specific performance that conjured literary and nationalist ghosts of the past, 

while also creating new meaning left imprinted on the site. 
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Chapter 2. Epic Shaw 

 

The second PaR project of my thesis was the directing and staging of 

an epic theatre production of G. B. Shaw’s 1912 play, Pygmalion. 

Following the thesis of Shaw’s play-texts being enduring pieces of political 

theatre, which contain ideas and discussions of immediate relevance to our 

society; the project experimented with applying the techniques of epic 

theatre to Pygmalion. The objective was to test if the application of the 

performance style developed by Bertolt Brecht could facilitate a 

contemporary audience to view discussions of the play in relation to the 

current condition of the social issues they address; thereby highlighting the 

current social significance of Pygmalion for a contemporary audience. 

Throughout the performance process conducted within the project, I 

employed a praxis of theory imbricated within practice. Consulting Brecht’s 

writings, and drawing heavily on the theory of David Barnett and Elin 

Diamond, the epic theatre production was created with nine volunteer actors 

through intensive studio work. Key themes and social issues addressed 

within the play, that we focused on during the studio sessions, included the 

role and positioning of women; social norms and conventions; social 

prejudice; treatment of the socially disadvantaged; and the performance of 

identity regarding class and gender. While directing the production, I 

concentrated on applying Brecht’s socially ideological motivated 

performance method, which was designed to create a politically conscious 

audience. The created performance-text was then rehearsed and four public 

performances were presented, in the studio space of the Town Hall Theatre, 

Galway, from Wednesday November 30
th

 to Saturday December 3
rd

, 2016. 

Audience feedback collected, after the final two public performances, was 

consulted during the aftermath period, when analysing and reflecting on the 

work created.   

Brecht, as a staunch Marxist, and Shaw, as a Fabian socialist, were 

both extremely influenced by the doctrines of Marx. In creating theatre, both 

Shaw and Brecht were motivated by a very real and urgent need to enact 
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positive social reform; especially in the case of the lower classes. Both men 

sought to shake their audiences out of their apathy and become ‘politically 

conscious’ in the Marxist sense. That is, having an awareness that their 

political role in an unequal society, was produced by ideological forces 

(Riaz et al.)  More than a simple piece of social realism, Shaw’s Pygmalion 

is a socially reinterpreted myth aimed at enacting societal reform; making it, 

and epic theatre, intrinsically matched. 

Conceived by Erwin Piscator and Bertolt Brecht in Germany during 

the Weimar Republic, epic theatre was dedicated to bringing social concerns 

of the era to the fore.  Brecht further developed the performance method 

through his practice and writings over the course of his theatrical career. In 

his article, “Three Cheers for Shaw”
18

 (1926), Brecht publicly declared his 

appreciation for the work of the elder, more experienced Irish playwright. 

Importantly, within the article, he identifies elements in Shaw’s plays that 

align with those which he would come to deem as vital components of epic 

theatre, in later writings. These include: the use of humour to entertain and 

engage the public when putting forward serious ideas; the dislocating of 

stock associations; the promotion of critical thinking in the audience 

through characterisation. Ultimately, it is the dialectic property of Shaw’s 

works which Brecht most admires.  He writes: 

 

 […]the reason why Shaw’s own dramatic works dwarf those 

of his contemporaries is that they so unhesitatingly appealed 

to the reason. His world is one that arises from opinions. The 

opinions of his characters constitute their fates. Shaw creates 

a play by inventing a series of complications which give his 

characters a chance to develop their own opinions as fully as 

possible and to oppose them to our own (Brecht 11). 

 

 Brecht’s theory outlining a model for creating a piece of epic 

theatre, centres on the creation of his concept of Verfremdung, translated as 

alienation or de-familiarisation, through performance. The concept of 

Verfremdung, in essence, sees the familiar be made unfamiliar within the 

                                                             
18 First published under the heading “Ovation for Shaw” in the Berliner Borsen Courier 

July 23rd, 1926  (Brecht 13). 
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performance and, promotes the audience to think critically about what they 

are watching. Dominic Johnson succinctly describes it as: 

 

A crucial strategy for shifting the political economy of looking. A 

strategy of defamiliarisation surprises the viewer out of socially 

conditioned ways of looking at art, and by extension, at the world. 

(Johnson 64) 

 

The Verfremdungseffekt or V-effect (often translated as the 

alienation-effect, or A-effect) refers to this creation of critical distance 

between the audience and the performance; enabling them to identify their 

attitudes and behaviours as products of their culturally learned way of being 

and seeing. Brecht, evidently, recognised in Shaw’s work a dialectic writing 

style akin to both his own writing, and the performance style he was 

developing. In their article, “Comparison between Shaw’s and Brecht’s 

Treatment of Political Consciousness”, Riaz et al. laud Hornby’s assertion 

that Shaw’s plays “raise questions rather than answer them” as being 

essentially the core of Brechtian alienation; (144) a technique aimed at 

promoting critical thinking in the audience. An exciting insight into 

Pygmalion, discovered through practice, was the level to which the play-text 

facilitated the application of epic theatre techniques. Over the course of the 

performance process, specific theatrical devices, synonymous with Brecht’s 

performance style, were identified as being already embedded within the 

play-text. This was evident within the dialogue, stage directions, utilisation 

of humour, and treatment of the themes of gender, violence, and class.  

Created in 1912, Pygmalion rigorously challenged the accepted 

social norms, attitudes, and behaviours of Shaw’s society regarding: gender, 

identity, and class. One aspect of the play that its original producers found 

particularly challenging, was the plays unromantic and ambiguous ending; 

which sees Eliza’s rejection of Higgins due to his treatment of her. At the 

play’s end, Eliza intends to marry a secondary character of higher social 

order than herself, but of much lower income than Higgins, Freddie 

Eynsford-Hill. This ending’s overt defiance of audience expectations, for 

the two leads to become romantically involved, has famously been a cause 
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of enduring consternation for producers and actors alike. On the play’s 

opening night in London in 1914, the lead actress, Stella Campbell, 

reportedly delivered an extra final line to indicate a harmonious end 

between Eliza and Higgins. After Higgins shouted his final line to the 

departed Eliza to buy him gloves, Campbell reportedly appeared back on 

stage and asked “What size?” (McGovern 11) This digression was then 

replaced in subsequent performances by the actor playing Higgins (actor-

manager Herbert Beerbohm Tree), who threw Eliza a bouquet on the final 

curtain; signifying their imminent marriage (Ellis).  

Motivated by continued resistance to the play’s unromantic 

conclusion, Shaw included a preface and epilogue to the published edition 

of the play-text in 1916. The epilogue explained in depth how and why the 

two leads never had, and never would have, a romantic relationship. For 

Shaw the function of the play was not simply to entertain but to promote 

social reform. Referencing the play’s success in the 1916 preface, he wrote: 

 

It [Pygmalion] is so intensely and deliberately didactic, and its 

subject is esteemed so dry, that I delight in throwing it at the heads 

of the wiseacres who repeat the parrot cry that art should never be 

didactic. It goes to prove my contention that art should never be 

anything else. (202) 

 

In his article, “From Stage Play to Hybrid: Shaw’s Three Editions of 

Pygmalion”, Derek McGovern details how the original actors’ rebellion 

against Shaw’s play-text, was only the beginning of what was to be 

Pygmalion’s complicated legacy. In 1938 Shaw completed a screen-play of 

Pygmalion. However, the British film created from it that year replaced 

Shaw’s ending - Higgins imagining Eliza and Freddie Hill’s married life 

together - with Eliza and Higgins’ reunification. Perhaps to dismiss the idea 

that he had approved the film’s transgression, and to avoid future incorrect 

interpretations of the stage-play, Shaw revised the play-text in 1938. Here, 

he changed Higgins’ last line to one which acknowledged Eliza’s intent to 

marry Freddy Eynsford-Hill. A fully revised edition of the play was 

subsequently published in 1941, which contained: a revised preface; 
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numerous revisions and additions; additional inter-act scenes, similar to 

those of the screen-play (McGovern 14). These revisions show how 

important Eliza’s rejection of Higgins being understood and accepted by the 

audience was to Shaw. 

As the social function of the performance is the primary concern of 

epic theatre, I elected to utilise the original 1912 play-text of Pygmalion 

within the project. This was due to my agreement with McGovern’s that the 

altered 1938 (and further altered 1941) ending of Pygmalion “lessens the 

impact of the play’s recurring themes: money and the power that it provides 

Higgins over Eliza”; as opposed to the original ending, which highlights 

Higgins’ sense of ownership over Eliza, “by the smug certainty with which 

Higgins assumes she will fulfil her service role” (McGovern 13). I also 

believed that a contemporary audience would be more equipped to accept 

and interpret Shaw’s original ambiguous ending, than the 1914-1938 

audience and theatre makers proved themselves to be. 

 A few years after Shaw’s death the play-text was adapted into a 

stage-musical by Alan Jay Lerner, entitled My Fair Lady. Starring Rex 

Harrison and Julie Andrews, My Fair Lady became a huge Broadway 

success. The musical was then adapted for the screen in 1964; a major box 

office success, the film My Fair Lady received eight academy awards, 

including that of Best Picture. In his book, The Haunted Stage, Marvin 

Carlson writes: 

 

Very often the actor who creates a particular role in a popular 

success or in a major revival that overshadows the original 

production will create so strong a bond between himself and that role 

that for a generation or more all productions are haunted by the 

memory of that interpretation, and all actors performing the role 

must contend with the cultural ghost of the great originator (66). 

 

Carlson’s point here is true in two senses in the case of Shaw’s 

Pygmalion and My Fair Lady. The musical adaptation was such a popular 

success that Pygmalion remains synonymously linked to the musical. 

Moreover, the 1964 screen adaptation of the musical was such a popular 
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success that the roles of Eliza and Higgins have become linked to the film’s 

stars, cultural icons Rex Harrisson and Audrey Hepburn. Upon entering into 

the project, I anticipated that the play’s association to My Fair Lady would 

be an influencing factor in the preconceptions held by the audience of the 

epic production. Anticipating this challenge, the created performance sought 

to confront the audience’s expectations, in order to promote critical 

reflection. This was done by drawing attention to memory associations that 

the audience may have of the play, and by making the expected and familiar 

strange within the performance. 

As a performance style, epic theatre is now commonly associated 

with the utilisation of a set of specific theatrical techniques, designed to 

achieve the V-effect, as outlaid by Brecht. These theatrical devices include: 

multi-role casting; direct address to the audience; stage narration of actions; 

Gestic music and dance; informational placards; demonstrative revealing of 

the workings of the stage; the use of montage. However, as David Barnett 

takes great care to explain, the Brechtian method is greater than the sum of 

its parts; it is an ideological method, aimed at promoting and enacting social 

change along Marxist lines: 

 

Brecht’s is a theatre with an undeniable desire to critique and, 

through this to change society. It seeks to do this by revealing 

instability and changeability in what we might have considered fixed 

and enduring. A dialectical theatre is thus concerned with using 

Brecht’s new ideas for staging, but with a definite aim: to jolt the 

audience out of a position of acceptance of the world as it is and to 

suggest that it could be different (Barnett 84).  

 

 Allain and Harvie, in The Routledge Companion to Theatre and 

Performance, similarly note that an emphasis on process rather than product 

is fundamental to Brecht’s aesthetic vision (29). As such, it is vital to 

understand that the expressed purpose of the V-Effekt - the foundation of 

epic theatre - is to make the audience become politically conscious, so that 

they can become revolutionised. If epic techniques are not utilised in the 

context of Brecht’s overall method (i.e. focused on enacting social reform), 

the resulting performance does not constitute a piece of epic theatre.  
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Following Brecht’s method and its definite aim, throughout the 

project, meant that every directorial intervention was to be geared towards 

revealing the operation of society, and furthering the social message of the 

play. Although the work completed within the studio sessions was 

collaborative, I had to consider with careful attention whether suggestions 

made by the cast were in keeping with Brecht’s method, before employing 

them. No movement, action, or design feature was to be incorporated which 

did not work towards critiquing societal operation from a socialist 

perspective.   

 

2.1 The Fabel  

From a cursory reading, it can be seen that Pygmalion contains the 

Shavian elements admired by Brecht in his “Three Cheers for Shaw”, as 

well as possessing what can be considered as inherently Brechtian qualities: 

dialectic discussion; episodic form; socio-political content. However the 

specific element of Shaw’s Pygmalion, which makes it particularly suited to 

the style of epic theatre, is Shaw’s utilisation of the Fabel in the Brechtian 

sense. 

According to Barnett, an important early-stage element of Brecht’s 

epic theatre process occurred in the pre-production period long before 

rehearsals. This was the finding, or prescribing, of the narrative’s Fabel.
19

 

Barnett explains how, as “an interpreted version of events”, the Fabel is a 

dialectical account of the play’s action from a specific perspective. It can, 

therefore, act both as an overarching interpretation of the play’s events, as 

well as a means by which to identify relevant social realities and 

contradictions contained within the text’s plot (Barnett 85). In “A Short 

Organum for the Theatre”, Brecht writes:  

 

                                                             
19 Following Barnett’s example, I have retained the German spelling to distinguish the 

Brechtian Fabel from the English noun, ‘fable’. 
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Everything hangs of the ‘story’; it is the heart of the theatrical 

performance. For it is what happens between people that provides 

them with all the material that they can discuss, criticise, alter. (200)  

 

By deciding to entitle the play Pygmalion, Shaw clearly announced 

that he was utilising the ancient myth of Pygmalion as its basis. The myth 

tells the story of a disillusioned sculptor named Pygmalion who, unable to 

find love, carves his perfect woman out of stone. The gods, observing this, 

take pity on him and intervene by transforming his statue into a living 

woman, Galatea.  Set in 1912 London, the narrative of Shaw’s play can be 

observed to be much more than a simple retelling of the myth. Owing to the 

definite social perspective of Eliza’s situation given, and the dialectical 

treatment of the myth’s events within the play, Shaw used an interpretation 

of the myth as a Fabel for his Pygmalion.  

Discussing Eliza’s transformation, in her article “Pygmalion as 

Narrative Bridge Between the Centuries” (2005), Vicki Kennell highlights 

the importance of Shaw’s choice to remove the supernatural intrusion from 

the story’s plot, as it contextualises the concept of morality in the narrative: 

 

By replacing supernatural agency with natural, Shaw forces the tale 

squarely into the centre of turn-of-the century society, making 

Pygmalion more than a legend or fairy tale, making it an indictment 

of stratified, class-based values, or, at the very least, a cause for 

thought (74).  

 

Higgins enacts Eliza’s transformation for a bet, to appease his vanity 

and gain entertainment. This plot point, combined with Eliza’s ultimate 

rejection of Higgins, demonstrates Shaw’s application of his own nuanced 

interpretation of the myth to his dramatic creation. The play’s epilogue, 

which Shaw included in the 1916 published edition, ends as follows:  

 

[…] when it comes to business, to the life that she [Eliza] really 

leads as distinguished from the life of dreams and fancies, she likes 

Freddy and she likes the Colonel; and she does not like Higgins and 

Mr. Doolittle. Galatea never does quite like Pygmalion: his relation 

to her is too godlike to be altogether agreeable.  (303) 
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Not only are Eliza and Higgins not in a romantic relationship at the 

play’s end, they are not even in an altogether amiable one. Eliza resents 

Higgins’ exploitative treatment of her and he continues to feel a proprietary 

ownership of her, as his creation. Fulfilling Barnett’s description of the 

Fabel as employed by Brecht, Shaw’s retelling of Ovid’s Pygmalion can be 

seen to act as a “master interpretation” (Barnett 86) for his Pygmalion, as 

well as a means by which to tease out the social occurrences and 

contradictions being put forward within the plot.  

Barnett suggests that, for Brecht, the Fabel facilitated a dialectical 

investigation of the play-text; the purpose of which was to enable the 

interpretation of fictional events through the lens of real social 

circumstances (86). Conducting a close-reading of Pygmalion in terms of its 

Fabel, from a twenty-first century critical perspective, I identified social 

contradictions of the current cultural condition to be addressed in the text. 

By social contradictions I mean normalised social practices which are 

contradictory to ours being a multi-cultural, equal opportunity, and 

globalised society. For example, the exploitation of the vulnerable by 

stronger members of society for entertainment, and the practice of pre-

judging an individual’s self-value via superficial societal signifiers and 

behaviours. In my opinion, current manifestations of these practices include  

 exploitative reality television;  

 the current contrived celebrity culture, which, putting a high 

value on fame for fame’s sake, promotes a heightened desire 

for notoriety;  

 the acceptance, and practicing, of social norms and 

behaviours that serve to perpetuate the widespread 

objectification of women; and 

 the continued prevalence of prejudice and discrimination 

against the socially disadvantaged.  

Following Brecht’s method within the studio work conducted, I 

worked with nine volunteer actors to highlight these social contradictions 

through performance, using the application of epic devises. 



Chapter 2. Epic Shaw 

134 
 

One challenge posed by Shaw’s Fabel, which I encountered during 

the project, is that Eliza’s rejection of Higgins within the play necessitates 

the effective portrayal of Freddie as a potential suitor for Eliza. For Eliza’s 

final decision to leave Wimpole Street and marry Freddie to be credible, the 

audience must believe her claim to Higgins in Act IV (that Freddie loves 

her) is true; and not a bluff. McGovern discusses that, while the 1941 

edition of the play demonstrates Freddie’s love for Eliza via an inter-act 

scene between Act IV and V, there is little evidence of their having any kind 

of relationship in the original 1912 play-text (190). As Eliza’s rejection of 

Higgins is a key element of the play’s Fabel, that speaks directly to the 

social function of the play, I endeavoured to support Eliza’s claim for the 

audience through directorial intervention.  

Immediately after Freddie’s final line in Act I “Well I’m dashed”, 

(216) two ‘off-stage’ actors tossed two prop tinsel-covered love-hearts to 

Freddie; which he, smiling, displayed to the audience for a beat, before 

exiting. Later, during Higgins and Eliza’s argument in Act V, on Eliza’s 

line, “Freddy Hill writes to me twice and three times a day, sheets and 

sheets.” (285), the actor playing Freddie entered the performance area on 

bended knee proffering a ring in an open jewellery box; remaining there 

until exiting on Eliza’s line, “But I never thought of us making anything of 

one another; and you never think of anything else.” (286) Through these 

additions, I aimed to legitimise Eliza’s expressed decision to marry Freddie 

for the audience. Within the received feedback, in answer to the question 

“Was there anything that surprised you about this production or the play in 

general?” (Smith), three audience members cited the play’s ending. One 

respondent commented that the ending was not the same as the film version, 

while another respondent specifically referenced Freddie’s catching of the 

love-hearts and posing with the engagement ring (Smith).  

Within Pygmalion, humour is an important tool used by Shaw to 

communicate his Fabel to the audience. During the project I observed that, 

at points, the humour employed by Shaw aligns with the ‘superiority theory’ 

of humour, and effects the creation of the V-Effekt. According to Eric Weiz, 

the superiority theory holds that “laughter is brought about by a spontaneous 
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validation of higher status with regard to some joking target” (12).  Within 

Pygmalion, Shaw provokes humour at the expense of the lower classes by 

eliciting duchane laughter at ethically abhorrent circumstances. The 

provoked outbursts of laughter then prompt the audiences to consider their 

attitude towards the situation being presented. This can be seen in Act II, 

when Doolittle asks for payment from Higgins and Pickering for Eliza; 

effectively selling his daughter.  

 

DOOLITTLE.   Well, what's a five pound note to you? And 

what's Eliza to me?  

PICKERING.  I think you ought to know, Doolittle, that Mr. 

Higgins's intentions are entirely honorable. 

DOOLITTLE.   Course they are, Governor. If I thought they 

wasn't, I'd ask fifty.   (237)   

     

 Doolittle’s abhorrent response−communicating that if he thought the 

men’s interest in Eliza were deviant he would charge a greater price−is 

designed to elicit a burst of mirth and laughter from the audience. Part of 

this reaction may stem from the audience’s feelings of superiority over 

Doolittle. However, for some it becomes immediately clear that the real butt 

of the joke is the poor and vulnerable Eliza. By provoking laughter at such a 

grim and vile admission, Shaw seeks to force the audience to consider their 

attitudes towards the lower classes and the ‘worth’ they attribute to 

vulnerable beings like Eliza. When answering whether or not they found the 

humour in the play to be enduring in the feedback questionnaire, one 

respondent appears to comment on this effect, writing: “Very funny felt bad 

for it” (Smith). Evidently, although the audience member found situations 

within the play funny they were, on reflection, uncomfortable with their 

response. Provoking such critical reflection through the humour within the 

play was presumably Shaw’s intent, and the effect of which can be equated 

with Brecht’s V-Effekt. 

 I observed another way in which the play independently creates the 

V-Effekt in performance: via sudden jarring shifts in tone. One instance of 
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this occurs in Act II, during Shaw’s addressing of the theme of violence. 

Before exiting the scene, Eliza’s father makes two references to enacting 

physical violence toward Eliza in quick succession. The first is when he 

claims that he had no part in Eliza’s upbringing, “except to give her a lick of 

a strap now and again” (241) ; the second as a recommendation  to Higgins 

of how to tutor Eliza. While the first reference elicits no reaction from the 

other characters, Doolittle’s second reference of violence towards Eliza sees 

a jarring shift in tone: 

 

HIGGINS.  Have you any further advice to give her 

before you go, Doolittle? Your blessing, for 

instance. 

DOOLITTLE.  No, Governor: I ain't such a mug as to put up 

my children to all I know myself. Hard 

enough to hold them in without that. If you 

want Eliza's mind improved, Governor, you 

do it yourself with a strap. So long, 

gentlemen. [He turns to go]. 

HIGGINS.  [impressively] Stop. You'll come regularly to 

see your daughter. It's your duty, you know. 

My brother is a clergyman; and he could help 

you in your talks with her.  

(241) (Quote underlined for emphasis) 

 

 

  Higgins’ “impressive” “Stop” puts an end to the jovial atmosphere 

that Doolittle has maintained up until this point, and creates an uneasy 

atmosphere. This shift in tone had, in the past, struck me as an odd element 

of this act. However, after considering the exchange from an epic theatre 

perspective, it would appear that the shift in tone is purposely incorporated 

to create a jarring effect; prompting the audience to consider their views 

towards domestic violence, class, and corporal punishment.  
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2.2 Engaging With the Social Positioning of Irish Travellers 

in Ireland  

In order to become the politically conscious spectators desired by 

Brecht, the audience needs to be able to identify their place in the social 

arrangement of the play. Upon identifying prejudice and social 

discrimination, as themes explored within the play that are of prevailing 

social concern, I decided to experiment with evoking the situation of Irish 

Travellers within the performance; a socially disadvantaged group in 

contemporary Irish society. This led me to decide to have the roles of Eliza 

and Alfred Doolittle be played with Irish Traveller accents in the created 

performance, and the rest of the roles to be played with generic Irish 

accents. While Doolittle would retain the Irish Traveller accent throughout 

the entire performance, after Act II, Eliza would adopt an affected South 

County Dublin accent; or as the actor referred to it, an “RTE weather 

forecaster accent”. The decision, to evoke the situation of Irish Travellers 

within the performance, was aimed at prompting the audience to think of the 

attitudes they hold towards currently disadvantaged social groups within 

their immediate environment.  

Making up of approximately 0.66% of the population, the Irish 

Traveller community is Ireland’s oldest minority. Traditionally Travellers 

had no fixed abode. Today, however, partially-settled and settled Travellers 

make up a significant number of the Traveller community; with an 

estimated 12% living in caravans and mobile homes (Holland). Nomadism, 

however, remains a key aspect of their shared culture. Although it is widely 

accepted that Travellers have a unique culture, distinct to that of the 

dominant culture of the settled-population of non-Travellers, at the time the 

public performances they had not received any distinct ethnic status from 

the state
20

 (Hayes 153).  

                                                             
20 It is worth noting that in 2017, major developments occurred regarding the status of Irish 

Travellers in the Irish Republic. A report of a genetic analysis conducted with the Royal 

College of Surgeons in Ireland, published In January, proved conclusively that Irish 

Travellers had emerged as a distinct group up to two-hundred years before the great famine. 

It also showed that there is a significant genetic gap between Travellers and the settled 

population (Ahlstrom). Following this, the Taoiseach, Enda Kenny, formally recognised 

Irish Travellers as an ethnic minority of the state (O’Halloran).  
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Watson et al. note that Travellers, as a group, experience “extreme 

disadvantages in terms of employment, housing and health” and face 

“exceptionally strong levels of prejudice”.(vii) In their paper, “Academic 

‘truth’ and the perpetuation of negative attitudes and intolerance towards 

Irish Travelers in contemporary Ireland” (2015), Úna Crowley and Rob 

Kitchin note that, despite vast resources and energy having been expended 

into improving relations between Travellers and sedentary society, 

Travellers remain one of the most marginalised groups in Irish society 

(129). Notably, Travellers continue to perform extremely poorly on every 

social indicator, including: literacy; employment; poverty; health; access to 

decision-making and political representation. Within the Irish Republic it is 

estimated that 28% of Travellers leave school before the age of thirteen, 

compared to 1% of non-Travellers. While 1% of Travellers between the 

ages of twenty-five to sixty-four hold a university degree, the same is true 

for 30% of non-Travellers (Holland). Travellers have a steeper increase in 

poor health among those aged between thirty-four and sixty-four, and a 

significantly higher mortality rate. The average life expectancy is 76.8 years 

for a non-Traveller male and 61.7 years for a Traveller male; with Traveller 

males also being significantly more prone to suicide (Tubito).  

Importantly, Kitchin and Crowley note that the current circumstance 

of Travellers is one which was created stating: 

 

It should be recognised that Travellers’ current situation and the 

historical processes that have given rise to attitudes of intolerance 

and prejudice towards Travellers were discontinuous, divergent and 

contingent, and thus not inevitable. (154) 

 

Historically, since the fifteenth-century, nomadic groups throughout 

Europe have been ‘othered’ and situated within a counter-cultural discourse. 

This has been particularly true of the Irish Travellers since the formation of 

the New Republic (Hayes 135). Hayes contends that the contemporary lay 

person’s understanding of Irish Travellers is greatly influenced by the 

information gathered from the 1952 ‘Tinker Questionnaire’, as devised by 
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the Irish Folklore Commission; a document which was filled out by non-

Travellers.  

 

The Traveller identity as constructed by the settled community and 

as encompassed in the Tinker Questionnaire was primarily a 

negative one that defined Travellers in terms of a reductive 

essentialism based on a series of mostly negative stereotypes, 

including licentiousness, secrecy, dishonesty, and violence. (Hayes 

137) 

 

Hayes also asserts that “the degrading and belittling disclosure” of 

the late-nineteenth and early-twentieth-century has endured into twenty-first 

century media coverage of the Irish Travellers (160). In the decade 

preceding my undertaking of this project, Irish Travellers in Ireland and the 

UK had received increased media attention.  This was, in part, owing to a 

series of documentary entertainment programmes that stemmed from what 

was originally meant to be a one-off documentary, entitled My Big Fat 

Gypsy Wedding (2010). The documentary presented Travellers as having a 

strong patriarchal culture, with little value for education and a cultural 

acceptance of violence. This documentary led to a number of series being 

produced, including: My Big Fat Gypsy Weddings; Gypsy Blood; Thelma’s 

Gypsy Girls; The Gypsy Matchmaker. The first derivative of the 

documentary, My Big Fat Gypsy Weddings, had, at its peak, nine million 

viewers. Julia Lawrence, writing for the tabloid newspaper The Daily Mail, 

maintains that when documentary researchers first began scouting for 

participants for the programme: 

 

They were looking to give a rare insight into the intriguing world of 

English and Irish Gypsy and travelling communities in the UK. The 

programme proved to be at once compelling and controversial, 

inviting viewers on a surreal journey where scantily-clad perma-

tanned, bling-loving gypsy girls - many as young as sixteen - 

subjected themselves to draconian courtship rituals to fulfil their 

‘dreams’ of getting married.  
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After the documentary was made into a series, it spawned related 

documentary series and was picked up and replicated internationally, by the 

U.S. TLC network with My Big Fat American Gypsy Wedding.  

Addressing the programme, in The Television Genre Book, Glen 

Creeber proposes that the Channel 4 documentary can be considered among 

the new ‘post-documentary’ form; that tends to sacrifice objective fact-

telling for sensational entertainment. Creeber identifies the condescending 

voice of the narrator speaking in RP (Received Pronunciation) and the 

essentialisation of different traditionally nomadic groups, including Romany 

Gypsies and Irish Travellers, as being particularly problematic elements of 

the ‘documentary’. He writes: 

 

A rather reductive binary opposition was established which 

implicitly constituted mainstream British culture as ‘the norm’, 

while ‘the gypsies’ or ‘the travellers’ were regarded as inherently 

abnormal, trashy, and downright bizarre. (146) 

 

Although the documentary, as Creeber writes, “arguably offered a 

biased and one-dimensional view of traveller life”, (146) the Traveller 

Movement lost their legal case in 2015 against the British Office of 

Communications, for unfairly rejecting their complaints against the ongoing 

show. This was despite the group’s argument that the show has directly led 

to targeted bullying and racism towards Traveller children (Sweney). In the 

complimentary show programme provided during the public performances 

of the epic production, I included an article on the outcome of the court 

case, as featured in The Irish Times in 2015 (Hennessy). While the My Big 

Fat Gypsy Wedding television programme had not been produced in the UK 

in the two years preceding the epic theatre production, re-runs and the U.S. 

version were still being aired.  

The core impetus for evoking the issue of the current social 

positioning of Travellers in Ireland, by having Eliza and Alfred Doolittle 

employ Irish Traveller accents, was to aid in the creating of a politically 

conscious audience. Also, the decision would, I anticipated, aid in the 

creation of the V-Effekt throughout the performance, by serving to make the 



Chapter 2. Epic Shaw 

141 
 

familiar play-text unfamiliar. As the play is broadly known to be set in 

London and is usually performed using early-twentieth-century cockney and 

upper-class English accents, I anticipated that the cast’s use of Irish accents 

within our epic theatre performance would not be expected by our 

prospective audience.   

The change of accent employed within the performance made a 

pronounced difference to the play-text. One noticeable effect of the accent 

change, was that the characters of Eliza and Alfred Doolittle no longer 

dropped their ‘H’s, as they usually do in performances of the play, thus 

leading to the notorious pronouncing of Henry Higgins as ‘ ’enry ’iggins ’. 

The Irish accents were themselves made somewhat unfamiliar within the 

performance, owing to the English turn of phrase and the references to 

London and English living within the play-text. This was especially the case 

in Act I of the performance, - when Higgins told the bystanders where they 

were from - as each English location contrasted sharply to their 

unmistakably Irish accents. Also, during the studio sessions we found that 

some of Eliza and Alfred Doolittle’s lines lent themselves to a cockney 

accent making the change in delivery more challenging. Within Act III the 

humour, evoked by the incongruence of the subject matter of Eliza’s 

conversation and her accent, appeared to be effected by the accent change 

(namely her not speaking in RP). This was commented on by two of the 

audience members within their feedback, with one writing: “It was still 

funny however part of the humour was lost in the way it was delivered to 

the audience” (Smith)  

During the project I was aware that, as Travellers are a socially 

disadvantaged minority group, the decision to incorporate Irish Traveller 

accents into the performance left me with an ethical responsibility regarding 

the group’s portrayal. In her PhD thesis, “Irish Travellers: An exploration in 

Criticism and Fiction”, Mary Patricia Holmes discusses the strong history of 

the misrepresentation of Travellers in Irish literary fiction. She asserts that: 

“[…] Traveller representations today are essentially a struggle between 

archetype and innovation on one side and stereotype and repetition on 

another.” (3) I attempted, during the casting process, to cast Traveller actors 
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for the two roles in question, but no actors who identified as members of the 

Traveller community expressed interest in taking part in the project. 

Therefore, non-Traveller actors played the roles and assumed the Irish 

Traveller accent. 

During the studio work a further issue arose regarding the 

representation of Travellers. The decision to incorporate Irish Traveller 

accents into the performance made a line of the play-text problematic, 

ultimately leading me to cut the line from the performance-text. Occurring 

in Act II, the line in question sees Eliza describe her reaction to the 

bathroom in Wimpole Street: 

  

LIZA.  I tell you, it's easy to clean up here. Hot and cold 

water on tap, just as much as you like, there is. 

Woolly towels, there is; and a towel horse so hot, it 

burns your fingers. Soft brushes to scrub yourself, 

and a wooden bowl of soap smelling like primroses. 

Now I know why ladies is so clean. Washing's a treat 

for them. Wish they saw what it is for the like of me! 

(240) 

 

Through Eliza’s recounting of her trip to the bathroom above, Shaw 

draws attention to an important social injustice of his time; that the poor in 

society did not have access to domestic sanitation facilities, while the 

wealthy engaged in, what Shaw considered, to be over indulgent bathing 

rituals for vanity and relaxation. (McEwan 81) 

In her article, “The “Plumber-Philosopher” Shaw’s Discourse on 

Domestic Sanitation”, Alice McEwan discusses how Shaw, working as a 

vestryman at the end of the nineteenth-century campaigned for improved 

domestic sanitation in London; particularly for the urban poor who, 

McEwan notes, “were still not guaranteed proper public or domestic 

sanitation to combat disease with little in the way of sanitary fixtures in their 

rented tenements.” (77). Within the article McEwan also addresses Shaw’s 

opposition to the shift towards, what he considered to be, ‘over-washing’, 

that occurred in the early twentieth-century in reaction to Germ Theory. 
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Although Shaw believed improved domestic sanitation was imperative to 

guard against diseases, he felt regular baths to be unnecessary; a luxury 

indulged by the rich (81). Both of these views can be seen to be represented 

in Eliza’s reaction to the bathroom of Wimpole Street. Although an 

important social message at the time of the play’s creation, in keeping with 

the play’s Fabel, it is now outdated; as proper domestic sanitation and 

access to adequate washing facilities is the norm in contemporary society. 

However, more than being socially obsolete, the line became problematic 

within the context of this production, as a recurring negative stereotype 

against the Traveller community is that they are dirty (Holmes) (Powell) 

(Crowley and Kitchin).  

First-hand accounts within the last five years, see members of the 

Traveller community reporting the slur of being ‘dirty’ and ‘smelly’ during 

incidents of social prejudice against their families (Carr)(Gentleman). 

Considering the insidious nature of this stereotype, I felt the line could be 

construed as offensive and potentially serve to reinforce negative attitudes 

towards Travellers, as opposed to challenge them. For this reason, while the 

first sentence of Eliza’s line was incorporated within the performance, “I tell 

you, it's easy to clean up here”, the remainder of the line was cut. 

 

2.3 Scenography: Creating the V-Effekt to Foster a Politically 

Conscious Audience 

In his 2006 article, “Shaw Reinterpreted”, Nicholas Williams 

theorises that to convey a contemporary interpretation of Pygmalion “a 

wider commentary transcending the particularity of the Edwardian context 

will need to be established”. This, he postulates, would facilitate the 

imaginative leap required of the audience to connect the play-text with 

events of the twentieth century and their own recent history (Williams 144). 

I attempted to facilitate this “imaginative leap” through the scenography 

employed within the production; I hoped the scenography would evoke the 

current condition of the social issues being discussed within the play-text.  
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Under Brecht’s theory of historicization, the setting of a play within 

a specific past time-period can enable the actors to demonstrate how 

people’s actions and behaviours are shaped by their society and its cultural 

environment, through the performance (Brecht 140). However, due to the 

widespread familiarity of Pygmalion, I did not believe that presenting the 

play in its original 1912 setting was the best way to serve Brecht’s overall 

method; the aim of which is to promote social change and encourage the 

audience to see their role in the social arrangement presented onstage. 

Rather, I anticipated that keeping the play within the 1910s could enforce 

the preconception of the play as a period piece, relevant only to the time in 

which it was written. This, I believed, would work against the fostering of a 

politically conscious audience. Moreover, I was also aware that Shaw had 

set the play in his time-period, highlighting the immediacy of its social 

narrative. As I wished to showcase the play-text’s prevailing social 

relevance, I strove to develop a means which would encourage the audience 

to consider Pygmalion in terms of the operation of contemporary society. 

Thus, I decided to experiment with visually bringing the play-text into the 

present moment via the production scenography. 

Within the public performances, I experimented with setting each of 

the five acts of the play in a different time-period, which would be signified 

through the employed scenography; making the action of the play jump 

through the twentieth century, up to the present day. This saw Act I remain 

in the 1910s; Act II being set in the 1930s; Act III, being set in the 1960s; 

Act IV being set in the 1980s; Act V set in the present day (2016) (fig. 2). 

The aim of this decision was, to test if the creation of scenographic time 

jumps, within the performance, could communicate the enduring nature of 

the social issues addressed in the play; also serving to highlight societal 

culture’s ability, and propensity, to change and evolve over time. A further 

aim was for the scenographic time jumps to contribute to creating the V-

Effekt in performance, by subverting audience expectations for the play to 

be set in the early twentieth-century.  
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Fig. 2. Pygmalion Production shots, depicting the changes of time 

periods denoted by the employed scenography from Act I to 

Act V 

Source: Aisling Smith, JPEG, 2016. 

 

The received feedback presented mixed reactions to the scenography 

employed within the performance. In answer to the question “was there 

anything that surprised you about this production or the play in general” 

(Smith), seven respondents cited the contemporary scenography employed 

(Smith). Comments regarding the use of a computer in Act IV and mobile 

phones in Act V as props, were particularly dominant. When asked if they 

had found any part of the performance confusing or difficult to understand, 

one respondent commented on the time jumps, and another cited the 

contemporary scenography (Smith). While the feedback shows that a 

number of audience members found that the performance provoked critical 

reflection, it is impossible to know how many of the respondents were 

specifically prompted by the scenography to reflect on the content of the 

play in relation to the operation of contemporary society. 

 

2.3.1 Incorporation of Contemporary Thematically Relevant 

Posters and Images 

In a further bid to open a wider commentary and facilitate the 

audience’s imaginative leap, as discussed by Williams−and also owing to 
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Brecht’s use of placards in performance−I incorporated pop-culture posters 

into the stage design. Aimed at framing the subject matter of the action, a 

mixture of high-quality posters and computer printouts were arranged on the 

up-stage and stage-right walls of the studio space; providing a constant 

backdrop to the performance. 

 The images showed  

 scantily clad current and recent pop-icons in provocative poses;  

 a collection of animated female figures, including Disney princesses;  

 ‘Old Hollywood’ starlets, Audrey Hepburn and Marilyn Monroe;  

 a Ferrari car;  

 the Scarface dollar-bill marketing poster;  

 logos and still images from reality television shows;  

 Banksy’s Cinderella Carriage-Crash sculptor;  

 Princess Diana (attending the London premiere of Phantom of the 

Opera in 1987); and  

 borderline kitsch inspirational posters, with slogans reading: 

‘Always be yourself Unless you can be a Unicorn, Then Always be a 

Unicorn’, ‘Don’t Worry, Be Happy’, and ‘Smile and The World 

Smiles With You’.  

Together, the images connoted ideas of wealth; class; social 

stratification; childhood aspirations; superficiality; glib attitudes to the 

formation of identity in a post-truth
21

 society; objectification of women; the 

celebrity culture; gender; the exploitive nature of reality television in current 

society. 

 

                                                             
21 Defined in the Oxford English Dictionary as relating to or denoting circumstances in 

which objective facts are less influential in shaping public opinion than those which appeal 

to emotion and personal belief.  
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Fig. 2.1.  Pygmalion set, up-stage wall  

Source: Aisling Smith, JPEG, 2016.  

 

 

 

Fig. 2.2. Pygmalion set, stage-right wall   

  Source: Aisling Smith, JPEG, 2016. 

 

One aim of these on-set images was to give the audience an insight 

into the ideas which had influenced the project’s studio work and the 

created performance. The semiotics of the poster images could be seen to 
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highlight the current condition and manifestation of the socio-political 

topics addressed in the play. These topics included: exploitative reality 

television; the current contrived celebrity culture, which promotes a 

heightened desire for notoriety; the acceptance and practicing of social 

norms and behaviours, which serve to perpetuate the widespread 

objectification of women; the continued prevalence of prejudice and 

discrimination against the socially disadvantaged.  

A number of the images contributed to multiple strategies being 

tested within the project. Stills from the discussed television program My 

Big Fat Gypsy Wedding furthered the performance’s engagement with the 

situation of Irish Travellers. As mentioned, within his theory of theatre and 

memory, Marvin Carlson discusses how a popular performance of a role can 

ghost subsequent performances of the role, and a popular production of a 

play can ghost future productions (66). I anticipated that the epic theatre 

Pygmalion and the actor’s performance of Eliza within it, would be ghosted 

by the audience’s memory of previous productions and Elizas they had seen; 

including Audrey Hepburn’s playing of Eliza in My Fair Lady.  Thus, the 

centrally positioned poster denoting Audrey Hepburn’s face sought to 

acknowledge this and give a sense of awareness to the production, and 

attempted to encourage the audience to separate the performances and the 

productions analytically. Another aim of this poster was to juxtapose the 

Hollywood musical with the epic theatre performance of Pygmalion; 

highlighting the unpleasant societal concerns put forward by Shaw in the 

play. To further this aim, songs from My Fair Lady “Wouldn’t it be 

Loverly” and “Just you wait” were played during the interval of the epic 

production (Lerner and Lowe). 

As discussed, during an epic theatre performance, the audience 

should be able to recognise the role they play in relation to the social issues 

being addressed on stage. Images related to the reality television 

programmes X-Factor and Britain’s Got Talent were included to facilitate 

this aim. As it is ordinary members of the public that facilitate reality 

television, by making it a profitable enterprise, these images were included 

to evoke this sentiment among the audience. Another aim was to encourage 
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the audience to compare the participants of such shows to Eliza, and her 

situation within the play.  

While the posters spoke to the role of mediatization in relation to the 

performance of identity, they did not address the prominent role of 

digitalisation in the performance of identity within contemporary society. In 

the most literal sense, digitalization is the transcription of data into 

a digital form, so that it can be directly processed by a computer. Since the 

dawn of the internet, the increased digitalization of data has impacted upon 

every sphere of society. Noting that the meanings and cultural conceptions 

of new media and “digital culture” are “multifarious and elusive” (11), Bill 

Blake in Theatre and the Digital writes: 

 

[…] the digital has become - or seems to have become – an 

impetus or motive force for new discourses, new artistic 

trends, new creative forms, new entrepreneurial initiatives, 

new work practices, new institutional arrangements, and new 

social, political, and cultural aspirations in the theatre arts. 

(16) 

 

Describing the profound cultural effect of digitalisation, Andy 

Lavender writes that the developments in information and communications 

systems “have changed the way that we manage our time and our exchanges 

as participants within a culture” (127). 

I attempted to touch upon the role of digitalisation with regard to the 

performing of identity in contemporary society, via the costuming in Act V; 

having Eliza wear a pink t-shirt with the caption ‘Always Be Your #Selfie’ 

(fig. 2.3). This was to reference Twitter, other social media platforms, and 

the relatively recent ‘selfie’ phenomenon (people posting self-taken, 

photographs of themselves online). Through this costume I aimed to make a 

comparison between Eliza’s performing of a Duchess, and people’s 

performance of self on social media in contemporary society.  
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Fig. 2.3. Pygmalion production shot, Doolittle surprises Eliza, Act V  

  Source: Aisling Smith, JPEG, 2016. 

 

2.3.2  Cinderella Motif 

In her 2008 article, “Virtual Metamorphosis: Cosmetic and 

Cybernetic Revisions of Pygmalion's "Living Doll"”, Jane O’Sullivan 

illustrates how the transformation narrative has continued to be reused and 

reinvented over time; making a contemporary audience incredibly familiar 

and comfortable with the story and its progression. Charles Berst discusses 

Shaw’s Pygmalion as being a reworking of both the myth Pygmalion and 

the fairy-tale Cinderella. Recreated and sweetened many times since the 

Brothers Grimm’s version, the fairy tale of Cinderella is a well-known and 

favoured transformation narrative in contemporary society. In 2015, Disney 

released a new live-action Cinderella film. A Hollywood Blockbuster, it 

was directed by Kenneth Branagh and starred Lily James, Cate Blanchett, 

and Helena Bonham Carter.  

During the project I experimented with using the audience’s 

familiarity with the transformation narrative of Cinderella, to highlight 

preconceptions of the transformation narratives which have been fostered in 

society; making the figure of Cinderella a recurring motif within the epic 
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theatre performance. Within the set posters and images, this fairy-tale 

princess was evoked in many forms, including: the animated Disney 

princess; the real-life lady-made-princess-made-lady, Diana Spencer; the 

troublesome My Big Fat Gypsy Wedding Brides, alongside their Cinderella 

glass carriages; Banksy’s ‘Dismalland’ exhibit of Cinderella’s paparazzi 

thronged Carriage-crash. Together these images served to showcase and 

challenge contemporary society’s sustained fascination with the 

transformative narrative.  The fairy-tale heroine was also evoked through 

the semiotics of a devised Gestic sequence depicting Eliza’s transformation, 

which will be discussed later in the chapter. 

Stemming from Banksy’s connection of Cinderella and Princess 

Diana, I experimented with evoking the story of Diana Spencer in the 

staging of the play. A female icon, Diana was a real-life fairy-tale princess 

within our society’s living cultural memory. Through her marriage to Prince 

Charles at twenty years of age, she was unwittingly exploited for her 

background and image. However, she subsequently became famous for 

subverting societal expectations and engaging in dangerous humanitarian 

work; re-emerging stronger and more popular than ever after her husband’s 

betrayal and their subsequent divorce.  

Eliza’s panic and crisis of identity, within Act IV of Pygmalion, 

reminded me vividly of Princess Diana’s situation after the collapse of her 

marriage. One condition of Diana and Charles’ divorce, and Diana’s 

expulsion from the Royal Family, which apparently affected the former 

princess greatly, was the removal of her royal title (Brown). To me Diana’s 

foregoing of her title ‘Her Royal Highness Princess Diana’, a role she had 

been playing for over sixteen years, connected thematically to Eliza’s 

rejection of the role of Duchess in Act IV. To communicate this comparison 

to the audience during the epic performance, Eliza’s costume in Act IV was 

modelled on an iconic dress of Diana’s; the same dress she was pictured 

wearing in one of the on-set images. This aspect of the scenography will be 

discussed in greater detail in relation to the performance’s creation of the 

feminist gest. 
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 2.3.3 Dispensing with illusion 

A performance quality widely associated with epic theatre is the 

exposition of the workings of the stage. Advocated by Brecht as another 

theatrical technique, aimed at creating the Verfremdungseffekt: 

 

It is of course necessary to drop the assumption that there is a fourth 

wall cutting the audience off from the stage and the consequent 

illusion that the stage action is taking place in reality and without an 

audience. That being so, it is possible for the actor in principle to 

address the audience direct. (Brecht 136) 

 

The epic theatre production of Pygmalion was staged in the studio 

space of the Townhall Theatre, Galway; a rectangular black-box space. For 

the performance the on-set posters and images were affixed to the stage 

walls, which made it clear to the audience that they could see the entire 

stage, and that there were no hidden set pieces. A performance area was 

marked in yellow electrical tape on the studio’s black floor, denoting where 

the action of the play-text would take place (fig.2.4). This left ‘off-stage’ 

areas on either side which, void of masking, acted as visible wings. From 

when the house doors opened until the beginning of the performance, the 

actors stood outside the yellow boxed area. They addressed the audience 

and spoke to each other freely until the door of the space closed and the 

lights dimmed; signalling the start of the performance.  
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Fig. 2.4. Pygmalion set, with playing-area marked in yellow tape  

  Source: Aisling Smith, JPEG, 2016. 

 

During the acts, when not in a scene, the actors waited among the 

‘off-stage’ set-pieces, props, and costumes, adjacent to the marked playing 

space. Further to this, as the studio did not have a tech box, both the lighting 

desk and tech-operator, located in the far right-hand corner of the seating 

rig, were visible to the audience throughout the performance. 

 

This was the case within the epic Pygmalion, with performance 

elements, that were incorporated out of necessity, proving to add greatly to 

the anti-illusion quality advocated within epic theatre. These included 

 a female actor playing the role of Freddie;  

 actors calling for lines;  

 the age of the actors being incongruous to that of their characters; 

and 

 the actor playing the role of Doolittle utilising a script.  
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Owing to the actor originally cast to play Doolittle, pulling out of the 

project the day before the public performances (due to personal reasons), 

two separate actors played the role over the four performances; both of 

which utilised scripts on-stage. Each of these elements of the performance 

were commented on in the feedback forms and elicited mixed views from 

the respondents. In answering if there was any part of the performance 

which they found “confusing or difficult to understand” (Smith), one 

respondent simply wrote “Mr Doolittle”, presumably referring to the actor’s 

use of the script onstage (Smith). 

 

2.3.4 Interrupting the play-text  

Within his “Three Cheers for Shaw” Brecht particularly praised the 

dialectical quality of Shaw’s plays; celebrating them as plays of opinions 

and ideas which appealed to reason. Within Pygmalion Shaw does not 

present the audience with absolutes, rather they are presented with 

contrasting points of view in the form of the characters’ convincing 

arguments. These arguments challenge audience preconceptions, forcing 

them to consider the content of each debate studiously.  

Seeking to support the dialectic nature of the play, while creating the 

V-Effekt within the performance-text, I endeavoured to draw attention to the 

specific arguments posed by the play-text. One element was to have a call-

bell sound whenever characters voiced pointed social arguments, throughout 

the performance. Another strategy employed was for the ‘off-stage’ actors 

to comment on the ‘onstage’ action during Act V; seeing Higgins and 

Eliza’s lengthy argument punctuated by interjections from the ‘off-stage’ 

actors. Positioned on either side of the play-text playing area (fig.2.5), these 

actors showed their support or disapproval of the arguments raised by 

clapping, cheering, booing and shouting. This had the effect of breaking up 

the argument, and also reminded the audience that the argument was being 

staged to be critically analysed. A notable point within the act came on 

Higgins’ calling Eliza a “damned impudent slut”, (288) to which the female 
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actors shouted “Hey!” in indignant unison. Higgins then directed his 

subsequent line to them - and the audience at large - and not Eliza.  

 

 

Fig. 2.5. Pygmalion production shot, Higgins and Eliza arguing while 

the cast observe from off-stage-left, Act V 

  Source: Aisling Smith, JPEG, 2016. 

 

2.4 The Brechtian Gestus 

In his essay, “Short Description of a New Technique of Acting Which 

Produces an Alienation Effect”, Brecht asserts that “the first condition for 

the achievement of the A-effect, is that the actor must invest what he has to 

show with a definite gest of showing.” (136) This theatrical technique of 

Gestus occurs frequently in Brecht’s theatrical writings. However, David 

Barnett, in his 2014 publication Brecht in Practice: Theatre, Theory and 

Performance, notes that:  

 

Gestus is a word Brecht coined and it thus has no translation 

in English. Brecht was somewhat vague in his use of the 

word, and it has assumed different meanings in theory and 

practice since its first undefined mention around 1927. (94) 
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This lack of clarity in Brechtian theory might be attributable to the 

fact that, as John Willett stressed in his introduction to his translation of 

Brecht’s writings, Brecht’s theories were developed over a long period of 

time, with terms and ideas being teased out, tested and evolved throughout 

his work (xiii). Referencing Willett’s translation, Elin Diamond writes:  

 

Like many concepts in Brecht’s epic theatre theory gestus is 

terrifically suggestive and difficult to pin down. Words 

gestures, actions all qualify as gests if they enable the 

spectator to draw conclusions about “the social 

circumstances” shaping a character’s attitudes.  

(“Gestus and Signature in Aphra Behn's the Rover” 537) 

 

Indeed, it is clear from Brecht’s essay “On Gestic Music” that, for 

him, it was the function of the Gest that was crucial, not its form. It 

communicates the social conditions of a society’s culture, illustrating the 

character’s social position in relation to the environment and those with 

which he comes into contact. An actor’s physicality is not Gestic, in itself, 

but depends on the situational context and the intent of the production (as 

decided by the Fabel being told). He wrote: 

 

The ‘look of a hunted animal’ can become a social gest if it is 

shown that particular manoeuvres by men can degrade the 

individual man to the level of a beast; the social gest is the 

gest relevant to society, the gest that allows conclusions to be 

drawn about the social circumstances. (Brecht 104) 

 

Consequently, there are two predominant interpretations of Brecht’s 

Gest, or Gestus, in academic critical theory. Firstly, Gest as a demonstration 

in performance of the character’s physicality, as being a manifestation of 

their social position and perspective. As Meg Mumford writes “Gestus 

entails the aesthetic gestural presentation of the socio-economic and 

ideological construction of human identity and interaction.” (Barnett 94) 

Secondly, Gest as an action or series of actions which reveals a key 

social attitude or perspective of the performance. In her seminal article, 
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“Brechtian Theory/Feminist Theory: Toward a Gestic Feminist Criticism”, 

Elin Diamond writes: 

 

The explosive (and elusive) synthesis of alienation, 

historicization, and the "not, but" is the Brechtian Gestus: a 

gesture, a word, an action, a tableau by which, separately or 

in series, the social attitudes encoded in the playtext become 

visible to the spectator.  

(Diamond “Brechtian Theory Feminist Theory” 89) 

 

In a later article Diamond condenses this definition to “A moment in 

performance that makes visible the contradictory interactions of text, theatre 

apparatus, and contemporary social struggle” (“Gestus and Signature in 

Aphra Behn's the Rover” 519). 

Armed with these different explanations of Brecht’s ambiguous 

theatrical technique, I worked to explore both interpretations during the 

studio sessions with the actors; incorporating examples of both 

interpretations within the created epic theatre Pygmalion. For the purpose of 

clarity, I will refer to these two distinct interpretations as ‘Gestus character’ 

and ‘Gestic moment’, respectively, from here on. 

 

2.4.1 Gestus Character 

While dramatic theatre of the early twentieth-century gave the 

impression that ‘thought determines being’, Brecht wanted his epic theatre 

actors to show that “social being determines thought.” (Brecht 37) Thus, by 

utilising the technique of Gestus character, the actor is demonstrating the 

character’s physical identity as being shaped by the society depicted in the 

play. Brecht believed that, in-order to employ this acting style, the actor 

must keep a distance between themselves and the character. Drawing on his 

understanding of Chinese acting in explaining this style, Brecht wrote: 

  

The attitude which he [the actor] adopts is a socially critical one. In 

his exposition of the incidents and in his characterisation of the 
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person he tries to bring out those features which come within 

society’s sphere. In this way his performance becomes a discussion 

(about social conditions) with the audience he is addressing. He 

prompts the spectator to justify or abolish these conditions according 

to what class he belongs to. (139)  

 

According to Brecht, the epic actor is required to judge the character 

and their actions, and present these social judgements to the audience.  

During the second studio session, I led the cast in reading Shaw’s 

1916 epilogue to Pygmalion. Within the epilogue Shaw reveals the 

characters’ operations after the play-text’s conclusion, which gives a critical 

account of their activities and social motivations from a socialist 

perspective. Framing the epilogue to be “true”, (290) Shaw presents the 

characters as real people who still reside in London:  

 

That is all. That is how it has turned out. It is astonishing 

how much Eliza still manages to meddle in the housekeeping 

at Wimpole Street in spite of the shop and her own family. 

And it is notable that though she never nags her husband, and 

frankly loves the Colonel as if she were his favourite 

daughter, she has never got out of the habit of nagging 

Higgins that was established on the fatal night when she won 

his bet for him. (302) 

 

Leading the actors in reading this lengthy postscript, I asked them to 

read the sections relating to the character they were to play. This exercise 

was aimed at helping the actors establish a sense of distance from their 

characters. This distance would allow the action of the play to become for 

them akin to Brecht’s Street Scene; a series of events that occurred in the 

past, which they were critically interpreting and re-enacting.   

Building upon this during the following session, we went through 

the play together for a second time, this time, I instructed the actors to 

narrate their character’s lines and stage directions in the third person. 

Occasionally I interjected with questions regarding a character’s actions, 

such as: “why does he do that do you think?” or “how does he feel about 

this would you say?”. This, I hoped, would force the actors to 

comprehensively interpret their character’s lines. I was pleasantly surprised 
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that, very quickly, this exercise organically prompted the actors to cast 

judgement on their characters’ actions, from a contemporary perspective. In 

Act II, when Doolittle attempts to evoke the sympathy of Higgins and 

Pickering, the actor playing Doolittle narrated his long-winded speech, by 

simply saying “Doolittle plays a tiny violin”. To which the actor playing 

Colonel Pickering responded: “Pickering recognises the tune”; followed by 

the actor playing Higgins’ interjection of: “Higgins is loving this”. Through 

using their own turn of phrase the actors communicated their contemporary 

perspective of the characters’ actions (the playing of a ‘tiny violin’ or ‘the 

world’s smallest violin’ being an idiom for self-indulgent whining). I 

observed the actors beginning to embrace a distance from, and critical 

thinking towards, their characters. 

Importantly, the acting style demanded by epic theatre requires the 

actor to demonstrate the character; not become or internalise the character. 

Brecht writes: 

 

Everything to do with emotions has to be externalised; that is 

to say, it must be developed into a gesture. The actor has to 

find a sensibly perceptible outward expression of his 

character’s emotions, preferably some action that gives away 

what is going on inside him. (139) 

 

Inspired by the methods employed by Joan Littlewood, in her 

development of Theatre Workshop, I experimented with utilising the 

movement principles developed by Rudolf Laban during our studio-work; 

aiding the actors to form their character Gestus. Laban identified there to be 

four factors of motion: weight, time, space, and flow (Grimes). Each of 

these factors is comprised of two contrasting properties, which are 

influenced by the mental factors of intention, thinking, decision making, and 

feeling. Weight, linked to intention, exhibits the force or strength being 

employed; making the movement either strong and firm or light and fine. 

Time, linked to decision-making, reflects the speed at which a decision is 

made by the amount of time it takes to enact the movement; the movement 

can be sustained or sudden. Space, linked to thinking or attention, exhibits 
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the spatial pathway of a movement; either direct and fixed or indirect and 

flexible. Flow, linked to feeling, exhibits a sense of the subject’s mental 

state; either free or bound (“Movement:Rudolf Laban”)(Grimes).  

Utilising Laban’s principles I led the actors in demonstrating their 

characters’ social situation, through their physicality and movements, by 

taking their character’s cognitive processes - or inner worlds - as being 

shaped by their social experiences. This required the actors to make 

decisions - regarding their character’s attention span, decision making 

processes, intentions, and emotions - based on their character’s social 

position, past social experiences and social circumstances. These decided 

mental factors, then determined the actors’ posture and movements in 

performance, with reference to their employment of the four factors of 

weight, time, space, and flow. The impact of other socially related factors 

on the actors’ character Gestus were also discussed during this studio work. 

These included the potential restrictiveness of their clothes and footwear, 

alcohol consumption, work history, age, and health. 

A concurrent technique to the character Gestus is Haltung, which 

can cause shifts in the character Gestus. Although, again, there is no direct 

translation for this term, Haltung can be understood as the response 

manifested by a character to social encounters (particularly encounters with 

members of another social class). Barnett writes: 

 

Haltung combines what is usually a mental state in English (attitude) 

with physical expression (bearing) (…) Brecht wants the actor to 

embody Haltungen and to show how they change as the situation 

changes. The most important aspect of Haltung is that it is never 

passive; it denotes a relationship towards someone or something; as 

the ‘someone’ or ‘something’ changes, so will the Haltung. (97-98) 

 

Notably multiple Haltungen may be at play for a character during a 

single social experience. Crucial to the Brechtian method is that the epic 

actor approaches their character socially and not psychologically. Thus, 

within the studio sessions I led the actors in act-specific movement 

exercises, which explored the possible cognitive effects the social 
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interactions of each act could have on the characters; which would need to 

be reflected in their character Gestus, for example, within the performance 

Eliza’s character Gestus changed drastically from Act II to Act III, owing to 

Higgins’ tutoring (fig. 2.6). 

Through the repetition and evolution of these movement exercises, 

each actor was responsible for creating their own character Gestus, as 

manifested from act to act in their posture, movements, gestures, and 

physical interactions (handshakes, embraces, nodding, etc). During 

movement exercises conducted in the final studio sessions, the cast moved 

independently around the room and, on my cue, assumed and un-assumed 

their character Gestus for each act (as one might take on or off a hat). 

 

  

Fig. 2.6. Pygmalion production shots, Eliza’s change in character 

Gestus from Act II to Act III 

Source: Aisling Smith, JPEG, 2016. 

 

Although constantly visible on stage throughout the performance 

(except when a full costume change was required), the actors only assumed 

their character Gestus in the yellow boxed playing area; clearly defining 

their character’s physicality from their own. David Barnett asserts that when 

there are “several gestic actors on stage, an audience can compare the ways 

the social environment has affected the different figures so that a complex 

sense of each figure can emerge.” (96) This effect was seen in the first Act 

of the performance, in which Shaw uses a downpour of rain to facilitate a 

gathering of people from disparate classes (fig. 2.7).  
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Fig. 2.7. Pygmalion Production shot, Act I  

Source: Aisling Smith, JPEG, 2016. 

 

To aid the actors in demonstrating their social interactions within the 

play I introduced the cast to the status exercises of Brigid Panet (as utilised 

in my previous PaR project and discussed in Chapter 1). Focusing on how 

eye-gaze, through its direction and duration, can communicate specific ideas 

to the audience; I led the cast in exploring the use of eye-gaze in 

performance, through practical exercises supplied by Panet (84).   Within 

the staged performance, the actor playing Higgins did not engage in eye 

contact with the actor playing Eliza while directing lines to her, 

demonstrating Higgins’ socially learned negative attitude towards the lower 

class. He also ran his gaze dismissively over her at different points during 

Act II, conveying Higgins’ lack of respect for Eliza at this point in the play. 

However, the actor playing Eliza directed the majority of her lines within 

the act to Mrs Pearce, who, as the housekeeper, would be the closest to 

Eliza’s social station.  
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In following Brecht’s method, I strove to ensure that all blocking 

and movements of the actors within the performance contributed to the 

exploration of societal operation and furthered the social message of the 

play. This caused some consternation among the actors who, at points, 

wished to incorporate actions for comic or narrative effect. As it is meant to 

be raining in Act I, the original actor playing Doolittle had the idea that, 

upon entering as the disgruntled bystander, he would fling water from his 

hat onto the audience. As the only function of the action would be for comic 

effect, I had to dismiss the suggestion as it did not conform to the purposes 

of epic theatre. One action incorporated into the performance, on an actor’s 

suggestion, which, in hindsight, should not have been included, occurred 

immediately before Act V. Here the actor playing Eliza hugged the actor 

playing Mrs Higgins, signifying that Eliza had come to her for shelter. Upon 

reflection, I determined that the social message of the play would have been 

better served without this addition; the hug alleviated the situation of the 

socially disenfranchised Eliza, presented by Shaw on the conclusion of Act 

IV. 

 Another challenge regarding blocking emerged due to the actor 

playing Doolittle’s understanding of, and previous experience with, 

Brechtian theatre techniques. As stated, according to Brecht’s writings, an 

actor’s physicality is not gestic, in itself, but depends on the situational 

context and intent of the production. However, due to his previous 

experiences, the actor felt there was a specific uniform stylised physicality 

which should be utilised within epic theatre. The actor voiced the opinion 

that, during scene changes, a uniform ensemble physicality should be 

employed, with each actor adopting a slow and deliberate pace, while 

bringing both feet together between each step. While rehearsing the 

performance-text before the public performances, I had to insist that he 

revert to his own physicality outside the marked playing area. 
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2.4.2 Gestic Moments and Gestic Sequences 

Another interpretation of the Brechtian Gestus is the Gestic moment. 

That is, an action or sequence of actions in the performance which reveal a 

social contradiction; thereby illustrating a key social perspective of the play.  

Upon analysis of the text, looking for opportune points to include Gestic 

moments within our performance, I identified a Gestic moment and Gestic 

sequence already imbedded within Shaw’s Pygmalion.  

The Gestic moment identified occurs at the end of Act I, under the 

portico of St. Paul’s Church; immediately after the enraged Eliza flings her 

flower basket at Higgins’ feet:  

 

The church clock strikes the second quarter. 

HIGGINS.  [hearing in it the voice of God, 

rebuking him for his Pharisaic want of 

charity to the poor girl]  

A reminder. 

[He raises his hat solemnly; then 

throws a handful of money into the 

basket and follows Pickering]. 

THE FLOWER GIRL.  [picking up a half-crown] Ah—ow—

ooh! 

[Picking up a couple of florins] 

Aaah—ow—ooh!  

[Picking up several coins] Aaaaaah—

ow—ooh!  

[Picking up a half-sovereign] 

Aasaaaaaaaaah—ow—ooh!!!  

    (215)  

 

Higgins’ act of charity becomes a disgusting sight, when the pitiful 

Eliza is compelled to scramble on the wet ground in order to pick up the 

coins she so desperately needs. Via this Gestic moment Shaw reveals the 

social contradiction that people are charitable, not always out of empathy to 

those less fortunate, but out of the sense of ‘moral’ obligation laid out by the 
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church (perhaps to profit from it in the after-life). In this moment Higgins 

and the rich of society have more control over Eliza’s survival than God 

does. To highlight this Gestic moment in performance, a stark white light 

was shone upon the scene on the church bell, and the actors remained frozen 

in this tableau for two beats (fig. 2.8). 

 

 

Fig. 2.8. Pygmalion Production shot, Gestic moment when Higgins 

drops money on the ground for Eliza before departing Act I 

  Source: Aisling Smith, JPEG, 2016. 

The Gestic sequence of Shaw’s creation that I identified within the 

play occurs in Act IV, when Eliza confronts Higgins with her fears 

regarding her future. Thus far Eliza has been dependant on Higgins and the 

Colonel, but it is clear that this no longer feels palatable to the previously 

independent Eliza.  

After Higgins remarks that he does not see the situation as a 

problem, Shaw creates the following exchange: Eliza “looks quickly at him 

he does not look at her, but examines the dessert stand on the piano and 

decides that he will eat an apple.” 
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Higgins then very casually suggests that she could get married, after 

which “He bites a large piece out of the apple, and munches it noisily.” 

Then as they talk or, rather, he talks: 

 

[Eliza again looks at him, speechless, and does not 

stir]. 

[The look is quite lost on him: he eats his apple with a 

dreamy expression of happiness, as it is quite a good 

one.] 

[…] 

LIZA.  I sold flowers. I didn't sell myself. Now you've made 

a lady of me I'm not fit to sell anything else. I wish 

you'd left me where you found me. 

HIGGINS.  [slinging the core of the apple decisively into the 

grate] Tosh, Eliza. Don't you insult human relations 

by dragging all this cant about buying and selling into 

it. You needn't marry the fellow if you don't like him. 

LIZA.   What else am I to do? 

  (265) (Quote is underlined to provide emphasis) 

 

Through this Gestic sequence, Shaw visually demonstrates Higgins’ 

exploitation of Eliza and the desperation of her current situation. Shaw 

presents Higgins’ eating of the apple and disregarding of the core, as being 

akin to the way Higgins and Pickering exploited Eliza for their 

entertainment; only now to leave her socially disenfranchised. She cannot 

return to her existence as a flower-girl and she has no means by which to 

sustain her new high society existence. Higgins’ nonchalant pacifying of 

Eliza is set in stark contrast to the urgent and oppressive nature of her 

current position. Her current social status is unsustainable unless she makes 

a good match in marriage. Higgins, as an upper-class man, cannot grasp the 

enormity of this and what it means for Eliza.  

Although this created epic theatre performance did not follow the 

majority of Shaw’s stage directions, the stage directions of this section were 
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incorporated (fig. 2.9); I identified them to collectively form a Gestic 

sequence incorporated into the scene by Shaw.  

 

Fig. 2.9. Pygmalion Production shots, Gestic sequence: Higgins 

choosing an apple, eating it, and then disposing of the core, 

Act IV  

Source: Aisling Smith, JPEG, 2016. 

 

2.5 A Feminist Gest 

In her 1988 paper, “Brechtian Theory Feminist theory: Towards a 

Gestic Feminist Criticism”, Elin Diamond asserts that Brecht displayed “a 

typical Marxian blindness towards gender relations” in his work. However, 

she identifies in his theory a means by which to dismantle the male gaze 

and, with it, put forward both “a female body in representation that resists 

fetishization, and a viable position for the female spectator” (83). In her 

1989 article “Gestus Signature in Aphra Behn’s The Rover”, Diamond 

outlines her concept for a feminist Gest, stating: “The gestic moment would 

mark both a convergence of social actions and attitudes, and the gendered 

history of that convergence.” (520)  As gender is a crucial theme in Shaw’s 
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Pygmalion, I experimented with creating feminist Gests, as outlined by 

Diamond, which would build on Shaw’s discussion of gender.  

At the end of Act III it is clear to the audience that Mrs Higgins can 

see a potential problem with Higgins’ and Pickering’s social experiment, 

which they are too self-indulged to see. Seeking to create a Gestic moment 

at this point in the performance, I directed the actor playing Pickering to pat 

the actor playing Mrs Higgins on the head twice, while delivering the line: 

“She’s happy enough. Don’t you worry about her. Goodbye.” (258) This 

action (fig 2.10) aimed to draw attention to the gendered social positioning 

of Mrs Higgins in the patriarchal society of the play. We can determine 

from Shaw’s stage direction which accompanies this line “[He Shakes hands 

as if he were consoling a frightened child]” (258), that it is intended to be 

deeply condescending. Despite her being a wealthy independent woman, 

and Higgins and Pickering being visitors in her home, her concerns are 

completely ignored. Within the patriarchal society of the play-text it is the 

men, though sometimes ignorant, who hold all the power; their opinions, 

alone, that matter. In performance the Gestic moment created served to 

evoke, in my mind, the old phrase ‘don’t worry your pretty little head about 

it’; conjuring the historical legacy of male disrespect and superiority 

towards females.  

 

 



Chapter 2. Epic Shaw 

169 
 

 

Fig. 2.10. Pygmalion Production shot, the created Gestic moment of 

Pickering patting Mrs Higgins on the head, Act III 

Source: Aisling Smith, JPEG, 2016. 

 

Owing to the episodic nature of the play, and inspired by Brecht’s 

use of montage and music, I experimented with devising Gestic sequences 

that would stand apart from the written play-text. Three created Gestic 

sequences were incorporated into the performance; two of which were 

feminist Gestic sequences. Similar to Brecht’s creation of cinematic 

montages, they were spliced into the performance-text occurred between 

acts, concurrent to the required set changes. 

The first of these Gestic sequences concentrated on the themes of 

class and financial inequality. Occurring during the scene change between 

Act I and Act II, the sequence denoted the actors playing Clara, Mrs 

Eynsford-Hill, and Bystander, playing a game of Piggy-in-the-Middle, to 

the music of Abba’s “Money, Money, Money”. As a laughing Clara and 

Mrs Eynsford-Hill threw oversized gold-foil chocolate coins to each other, 

the modestly dressed bystander knelt between them and tried, 

unsuccessfully, to intercept the coins. The sequence aimed to highlight the 

prevailing social occurrence of the powerful exploiting the vulnerable and 

socially disadvantaged, for entertainment. 
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The second Gestic sequence incorporated into the performance was a 

feminist Gestic sequence, depicting Eliza’s transformation. Referencing 

Tom Crowley, Vicki Kennell writes how in Pygmalion: “Shaw uses the 

nineteenth century notion of language as [...] “crucial to the making of the 

social self”, to explore questions of selfhood” (74). Within this exploration 

of selfhood he challenges the common ideology that the self was 

predetermined and could not be constructed. Contextualising Shaw’s 

exploration of selfhood for a contemporary audience, the devised sequence, 

occurring between Act II and Act III, presented a fantastical representation 

of Eliza’s transformation.  

Within the sequence the actress playing Mrs Pearce, brandishing a 

pink wand, came on stage to the song “Bippity Boppity Boo” from Disney’s 

2015 Cinderella (fig. 2.11). Now representing the classic fairy-godmother 

figure, she pushed Eliza centre-stage on a swivel chair. Eliza, still wearing 

the “Japanese [dress]” (232) (in this production a satin robe) from Act II, 

now had her hair up and wore thick-rimmed glasses. The female actors, 

hitherto playing Clara, Mrs Eynsford-Hill, and Freddie (each wearing an 

enlarged insignia representing a high-end brand predominantly marketed to 

women) were beckoned on stage one at a time by the fairy-godmother. Clara 

(Chanel), Mrs Eynsford-Hill (Micheal Kors), and Freddie (Tiffany & Co.), 

danced around Eliza in time to the music. On the Fairy Godmother’s signal, 

the three branded actors enacted three cinematic transformation-troupes 

with Eliza: Micheal Kors removed the clip from Eliza’s hair, letting it fall-

down loose; Chanel removed the thick black-rimmed glasses from Eliza’s 

face; Tiffany & Co. produced an open jewellery box, revealing the glittering 

contents to Eliza, before snapping it shut to both their laughter. Referencing 

the constant recycling of female-focused transformation narratives in 

contemporary cinema, the sequence directly referenced the films: Cinderella 

(1950) (2015) and Pretty Woman (1990); She’s All That (1999); Miss 

Congeniality (2000); Princess Diaries (2001); Mean Girls (2004). 
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Fig. 2.11. Pygmalion Production shots, the inter-act feminist Gestic 

sequence, depicting Eliza’s transformation, between Act II 

and Act III  

Source: Aisling Smith, JPEG, 2016. 

 

O’Sullivan observes that, within the numerous revisions of the 

Pygmalion myth over time, a core feature is the male protagonist’s 

“fetishistic efforts to obtain and subsequently contain the ideal woman.” 

(135). Within her analysis of the cinematic revisions of Pygmalion, 

O’Sullivan notes that it is visual criteria which are focused on in the 

respective transformations. Through continued exposure to transformation 

narratives we, as a society, have been conditioned to view certain cinematic 

troupes as signifiers of improvement, and the results as being attractive and 

desirable. This creates cultural ideals regarding beauty, e.g. long hair, 

straight teeth, no glasses. Eliza’s transformation sequence communicated 

the social contradiction that, in society, we rely on superficial signifiers to 

make profound social judgements of each other regarding our individual 

identities. This highlights how, despite recognising societal values and 

behaviours regarding identity and gender to be superficial and unrealistic, 

we continue to engage with them.  
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There was little visible difference between the Eliza of Act I to II 

and that of Acts III to V in our performance, other than her costume and 

Gestus character. This was to highlight how little had changed about her and 

to deny the audience the satisfaction of being presented with the expected 

‘beautified Eliza’. The lack of visible transformation was commented on by 

one audience member in the feedback forms who, in answer to the question 

“was there anything that surprised you about this production or the play in 

general?” (Smith), wrote: “Eliza’s appearance i.e. her hair remained 

unchanged. Could have had a dirty face at beginning.” (Smith) This 

comment, which may have been influenced by previous productions 

attended by the spectator, speaks to audience expectations where 

transformation narratives are concerned. 

The third devised Gestic sequence, or Montage, incorporated into the 

performance was a feminist Gestic sequence at the end of Act IV.  Dubbed 

‘The Freedom Trash Can sequence’, this was a fantastical presentation of 

Eliza’s rejection of the trappings of high society; signalling her 

denouncement of Higgins’ and Pickering’s exploitation of her. Again, as 

noted by O’Sullivan, a core feature of the Pygmalion myth is the male’s 

obtaining and containing of the ideal woman. Calling to mind Eliza’s earlier 

transformation, it aimed to expose the superficial and uncomfortable nature 

of her conversion to high society, while also highlighting the current 

cultural phenomenon of self-objectification.  

At the end of Act IV Eliza, alone, scrambles on the floor searching 

for the ring Higgins had flung there. The sequence began with the 1960s 

song “You Don’t Own Me”, sung by Lesley Gore, crackling over the sound 

system. Dressed in 1980s attire, the female actors hitherto playing Clara, 

Mrs Eynsford-Hill, and Mrs Pearce, entered the yellow boxed playing area 

in time to the music. Mrs Pearce came last with a white stool and a bin 

(labelled ‘Freedom Trash Can’). She set the ‘Freedom Trash Can’ on-top of 

the stool centre-stage, while the other women helped Eliza onto a chair. 

Then, in a line facing the audience, the three women clicked their fingers 

and posed provocatively to the music. Watched by Eliza, they 

ceremoniously presented items to the audience before dumping them 
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forcefully into the ‘Freedom Trash Can’ (fig. 2.12). Each woman dumped 

two items that represented societal ideals of femininity. The items included  

 a hair curler;  

 beauty magazines;  

 a pair of purple snakeskin high-heels;  

 two bra-inserts;  

 a high-waisted, tummy-control thong; and  

 a can of hairspray.  

 

Following this, Eliza took-off the tiara she had been wearing and 

rose from her chair, before dropping the tiara into the ‘Freedom Trash Can’ 

with the other symbols of objectification (fig. 2.13).  

 

Fig. 2.12. Pygmalion production shots, the inter-act Gestic sequence, 

the ‘Freedom Trash Can’ sequence, depicting Eliza’s 

rejection of high society between Act IV and V 

  Source: Aisling Smith, JPEG, 2016. 
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Fig. 2.13.  Pygmalion production shot, Eliza drops her tiara into the 

‘Freedom Trash Can’ 

Source: Aisling Smith, JPEG, 2016. 

 

Denouncing her exploitation, the sequence showed Eliza’s rejection 

of the trappings of high society and the social experiment as a whole. 

Through the presentation and binning of beauty products, the sequence 

sought to address the prevailing cultural phenomenon of women going to 

great lengths to falsify their appearance, in order to conform to societal 

ideals of beauty and femininity; speaking to identity politics and 

contemporary feminist theory, particularly the subject of self-objectification. 

 Self-objectification is defined as the adoption of a third-person 

perspective on the self as opposed to a first-person perspective. This sees 

girls and women placing greater value on how they look, to others, rather 

than on how they feel about themselves or their skills and talents 

(Calogero). It is a subconscious way for young women to feel in control of 

their bodies. According to Fredrickson and Roberts, “self-objectification is 

the first psychological consequence to emerge among girls and women as a 

result of living in a sexually objectifying cultural milieu.” (Calegero). In 

2012, objectification theorist Rachel Calogero wrote: 
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An objectified body is a malleable, measureable and 

controllable body. By viewing and treating themselves as 

sexual objects, it is argued that girls and women act as their 

own first surveyors in anticipation of being evaluated by 

others. Thus, the body becomes the site of reparative action 

and vigilant monitoring to manage the sexual objectification.  

 

The inspiration behind the scenography employed in this Gestic 

sequence was twofold. Firstly, and most conspicuously, the 1968 feminist 

protest at the ‘Miss America Beauty Pageant’ in Atlantic City. During this 

protest, women threw objects of patriarchal social control into a metal bin 

labelled ‘Freedom Trash Can’ (fig. 2.14).  

 

 

Fig. 2.14. Freedom Trash Can, Miss America protest 1968 

Source: Alix Kates Shulman, 1968, 

www.library.duke.edu/digitalcollections/wlmpc_maddc0706

3/  

 

The second source of inspiration was the late Princess Diana and her 

transition from princess to former princess. In 1979, feminist theologian 

Naomi Goldenberg wrote:  
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The turning of Princess Diana into a modern myth reflects a 

yearning for a return of female divinity, concomitant with an already 

occurring re-visioning of human possibility and the making primary 

of such values as compassion, tolerance, nurturance, an end to 

oppressive racial distinction, soul, Eros community, and female 

sovereignty and becoming. (Caputi) 

 

It was with a sense of this yearning that I wished the ‘Freedom Trash 

Can’ sequence to manifest, with the hopes of inspiring the will for feminist 

change in the politically conscious audience; with Eliza’s binning of her 

tiara intended as a reference to Diana giving up her royal title to attain her 

freedom. 

Towards the end of the act, Eliza specifically asks Higgins if the 

fancy dresses - symbols of her recent high society existence - belong to her 

or Colonel Pickering; who had in fact purchased them. She then makes a 

point of returning to Higgins not only the jewellery which was hired for her, 

but also a ring he had gifted her. To my mind, this exchange again resonated 

with Princess Diana’s exit from the royal family when, a year after her 

divorce, Diana famously auctioned off seventy-nine of her royal dresses for 

charity, at Christie’s Auction House in New York. Writing for The New 

York Times the day after the event, Elisabeth Bumiller described the auction 

as “The sale of Diana's ''fairy tale gone sour'' past”. She wrote:  

 

The clothes trace her metamorphosis from frilly princess through the 

''Dynasty Di'' years to the woman on her own in the sleek column 

dresses of the 1990's. (Bumiller)   

 

Diana’s time as princess could be charted by the costumes she wore. 

Her giving up the iconic dresses demonstrated her acceptance and 

embracing of her no longer being a princess. Her lack of title did not 

diminish her high character, which was exemplified by her donation of the 

$3.25million  auction proceeds to charity.  

The dress worn by the actor playing Eliza in Act IV was the best 

imitation I could create of lot 28 of Diana’s auction; a midnight blue silk 

and tulle strapless dress with diamante stars, designed by Murray Arbeid 
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(fig.2.15). This is the same gown Diana was pictured wearing, in one of the 

on-set images (fig. 2.16). 

    

 

Fig. 2.15.  Pygmalion production shot, Eliza Act IV and Murray Arbeid 

Dress owned by Princess Diana  

Source: Aisling Smith, JPEG, 2016, 

Source: Snowdon, “Lot 28 Murray Arbeid Dress”, 1997, 

www.everythingroyal.com 
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Fig. 2.16.  Pygmalion Production shot, Eliza and Higgins Act IV, and 

enlargement of on-set image of Princess Diana  

Source: Aisling Smith, JPEG, 2016, 

Source: Anwar Hussein, “Princess Diana at Phantom of the 

opera premiere”, 1986, www.ITV.com 

 

Within the complimentary show programme, I included a section of 

Tina Brown’s article, “Diana’s Final Heartbreak”, from Vanity Fair in 2007. 

This included an image of the Murray Arbeid dress I had attempted to 

recreate for Eliza.  

 

2.6 Conclusion 

By applying epic theatre techniques to Shaw’s Pygmalion, the 

project aimed to test if the performance style of epic theatre could facilitate 

the audience’s view of the play’s themes and discussions, in relation to their 

current condition. Through the performance, I intended to highlight the 

current social significance of Pygmalion for a contemporary audience. 

Barnett writes that “the emphasis on showing is to be found at every level of 

the Brechtian dialectical method” (100). Therefore, the aim of the created 

performance-text was to communicate a retelling of Shaw’s Fabel of 

Pygmalion to a contemporary audience, via “a definite gest of showing” 

(Brecht 136). Central to this aim was highlighting the play’s addressing of 



Chapter 2. Epic Shaw 

179 
 

social issues identified to be of prevailing concern to contemporary society. 

Namely, the exploitation of the vulnerable by stronger members of society 

for entertainment, and the practice of pre-judging individuals’ self-value 

based on superficial signifiers and behaviours. 

Following Brecht’s ideology, I strove throughout the project to 

create a performance of the play which engineered the V-Effekt and fostered 

a politically conscious audience. Strategies and devices with which I 

experimented to achieve this, included  

 the use of contemporary posters thematically linked to the 

play;  

 scenographic time-jumps;  

 role-swapping;  

 the creation of Gestus characters, Gestic moments and Gestic 

sequences;  

 a Cinderella motif;  

 evocation of Irish Travellers via character accents; and  

 a recurring bell sound-effect.  

 

Techniques utilised with the aim of suspending theatrical illusion, 

included,  

 the use of scripts on stage;  

 prompting;  

 direct addressing of the audience;  

 gender-swapping; and 

 indiscriminate casting.  

One anticipated challenge of the project was the play’s fame and 

strong association to its popular musical adaptation, My Fair Lady. Owing 

to this, the performance sought to alert the audience of possible 

preconceptions they may hold towards the play. Among the fifty-two 

audience members who supplied audience feedback, sixteen indicated that 

they had either read or seen Shaw’s Pygmalion; while thirty-nine indicated 
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that they had seen My Fair Lady, on-screen or onstage. When asked how the 

performance compared to any other production of Pygmalion they may have 

previously seen, two respondents commented on how different the play was 

to My Fair Lady; with one writing “Much darker than My Fair Lady” 

(Smith). Another respondent remarked that contrary to her response to the 

film version of Pygmalion, she did not like the character Higgins that was 

portrayed in this performance (Smith). Within the received feedback 

respondents did compare the created performance to that of other 

performances they had seen, as well as to My Fair Lady. One respondent 

indicated that the performance had changed their conception of the play, 

writing: “I think it’s a feminist post-modern play now. I didn’t think this 

yesterday, that’s nice!” (Smith) Five audience members indicated that they 

were surprised by the strong subject matter addressed within the play; with 

more than three respondents commenting on the challenging nature of Eliza 

and Higgins’ final debate (Smith). This confirmed that the dialectic nature 

of the play-text upholds its function with a contemporary audience.  

The feedback supplied revealed that the audience was largely 

unfamiliar with epic theatre as a performance style. Of the fifty-one 

respondents who indicated their familiarity with epic theatre: thirty-nine had 

never heard of the performance style; six had heard of it; four had seen one 

or more epic theatre productions; two considered themselves to be very well 

informed on the performance approach (Smith). Respondents commented 

that the performance was very different to the way in which Pygmalion is 

traditionally performed but, overall, the feedback concerning the 

employment of epic theatre within the performance was positive. One 

respondent remarked that the inter-act Gestic sequences had been “a shock” 

but enjoyable (Smith).  

Within the negative comments received, five respondents indicated 

that they had found some of the employed theatrical devices confusing. 

Specific techniques referenced in this regard included the time-jumps, the 

contemporary scenography, and the bell ringing (Smith). Further criticism 

relating to the manner in which the performance style of epic theatre was 

applied to the play saw respondents comment that: the chorus had been 
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under-utilised; the performance was not as precise as it ought to have been; 

the humour of the play had been impeded; the inter-act Gestic sequences 

had been “over dramatic” (Smith). One audience member remarked “Brecht 

Technique wasn’t as strong as it could have been” (Smith), while another 

respondent crossed-out the word “Epic” from the first line of the feedback 

form: “Thank you for attending our Epic Theatre production of 

Pygmalion”.(Smith) This, presumably, was to give the opinion that the 

performance did not conform to their expectations of epic theatre. 

Given that the aim of the project was to highlight the current social 

relevance of the play, a key piece of information I wished to obtain from the 

feedback forms was how socially relevant the audience had found the 

performance to be. The received feedback showed that the audience found 

the performance to have resonated with contemporary social issues. When 

asked to indicate, on a scale of 1 to 10, how relevant they felt the play to be 

to contemporary society (1 being extremely irrelevant and 10 being 

extremely relevant), one respondent indicated ‘1’ while twelve respondents 

indicated ‘10’. Overall the mean number given was 7.8 (Smith). When 

asked to comment on any specific aspect or part of the play which they felt 

relevant to contemporary society, the answers centred around the play’s 

addressing of gender, class, social division, and social prejudice (Smith). In 

answer to whether, or not, the performance had brought any social or 

political news stories to mind, either national or global, twenty-two 

responded in the affirmative and twelve in the negative (Smith). Of those 

who replied in the negative two stated that they found the play to be more 

relevant to personal social experiences, while one respondent commented 

“No I think of it as a story, a play. An escape from real life.” (Smith). 

Respondents who answered in the affirmative stated that the performance 

had evoked news stories centring on the themes of: gender politics; 

exploitation of women; reality television; class and identity; use of 

language; Travellers; the ill-treatment of people. One respondent answered, 

“You’re joking, right? of course. This is entirely relevant to everything 

Trump. Hilary. The EU. Migrants. Women v Men. Power v no Power. 

poverty …” (Smith). A number of audience members referenced specific 
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current affairs, including the ongoing migrant crisis; the US presidential 

election; Irish poverty and homelessness; 1916; water charge protests; The 

X Factor, reality television; celebrity culture; ‘sociopathy’ in the workplace 

(Smith). 

Again, as with the first PaR project, the created epic theatre 

performance of Pygmalion was influenced by the cultural context of the 

period within which the project was completed. Running from November 

30
th
 to December 3

rd 
2016, the public showings of the play took place less 

than two weeks after Hillary Clinton conceded the US presidential election 

to Donald Trump. Over the course of the feedback questionnaires, three 

respondents referenced Donald Trump and four respondents referenced the 

refugee crisis. Overall the audience responses indicated that the 

performance predominately fulfilled the aim of creating the politically 

conscious audience, “instilled with a critical attitude”, as advocated by 

Brecht (140). 

A valuable insight into the play-text, generated through practice, was 

the extent to which Pygmalion is in-sync with the performance style and 

specific techniques of epic theatre. From a cursory reading of the play it is 

clear that Pygmalion includes what are now considered to be inherently 

Brechtian qualities, in that it is episodic, socially motivated, and contains 

strong dialectical discussions. Yet, within the project, I discovered even 

stronger connections between the performance style and play-text; 

identifying V-Effekt-inducing theatrical devices to be embedded within the 

play-text. As discussed within the chapter (under the heading 2.4.2 Gestic 

moments and Gestic sequences), these elements include: the definite shifts 

in tone regarding the threat of violence, as seen in both Act II and Act IV ; 

the provoking of duchane laughter in response to ethically abhorrent 

situations; the incorporation of Gestic moments and Gestic sequences. Shaw 

uses these devices within the play to bring the social values, attitudes and 

beliefs, encoded within his society, to the fore and to afford the audience the 

critical distance needed to consider the events of the play; what we would 

now describe as creating Brecht’s V-Effekt. This is significant as when Shaw 

completed the first version of Pygmalion in 1912, Brecht was fourteen years 
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old and would not complete his first play, Baal (1918), for another six years. 

Thus, Shaw’s Pygmalion can be said to pre-empt Brecht’s development of 

epic theatre techniques and performance approach. Indeed, Higgins’ eating 

of an apple and immediate disposal of the core, as directed by Shaw in Act 

IV, could arguable be considered as being a feminist Gest as envisioned by 

post- Brechtian scholar Elin Diamond. 

Building upon the research of Lisa Wilde, in her article “Shaw’s 

Epic Theatre”, and Ebadat et al. in their article “Comparison between 

Shaw’s and Brecht’s Treatment of Political Consciousness”, the finding of 

this project suggests it is possible that Brecht emulated Shaw’s playwriting 

style more than has been previously realised. The created epic Pygmalion of 

this project built upon the epic qualities already inherent within the play, by 

linking the social issues addressed by Shaw to their current manifestations 

in contemporary society. From the received feedback it can be determined 

that the created performance challenged audience expectations and 

prompted them to reflect critically upon current social issues.   
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The third PaR project, conducted as an investigation of staging 

Shaw’s plays for contemporary audiences, explored the performance style 

of intermedial theatre in conjunction with Shaw’s 1935 play, The 

Millionairess. Through experimentation with intermedial theatre the project, 

through performance, sought to acknowledge and engage with the 

technological developments that have occurred since Shaw completed his 

dramatic works. Incorporating television and internet conventions, the 

created performance acknowledged and commented on the profound impact 

that increased globalisation and digitalisation have had on the operation of 

contemporary society. Throughout the performance process I consulted the 

intermedial performance theory of Chiel Kattenbelt, Robin Nelson, and 

Andy Lavender, while following the directing methodology of UK director, 

Katie Mitchell. I identified that the social issues of plutocracy, worker 

exploitation, and domestic violence, addressed within the play were 

prevailing social concerns. With this in mind, the core focus of the project 

was to develop and test strategies aimed at connecting the play’s discussions 

of these issues to their current manifestations, through performance. 

Spanning May 2017 to March 2018, the project included approximately 

twenty-two rehearsal sessions.
22

 Five public performances of the generated 

performance-text were staged from November 7
th
 to 11

th
, in the 

O’Donoghue Theatre, Centre for Drama, Theatre and Performance Studies, 

NUI Galway. Feedback was collected from the audiences of the final three 

performances via written questionnaires. The received feedback was then 

analysed and considered while critically reflecting upon the public 

performances during the aftermath stage.  

 

 

                                                             
22 Following the directing methodology of Katie Mitchell I use the term rehearsal sessions 

and not studio sessions (as I have in previous chapters), as Mitchell describes her sessions 

with actors during the proto-performance period as rehearsals (113). 
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3.1 The Play 

A fast-paced comedy, The Millionairess centres on Epifania 

Fitzfassenden, the richest woman in England. With an alternative ending 

and a number of fantastical plot elements, the play has a definite 

idiosyncratic quality that verges on the bizarre. Michael Holroyd notes that 

Shaw told Leonora Ervine that the dialogue of The Millionairess was 

“raving lunacy from beginning to end”, (354) and that Shaw advised Edith 

Evans that “Except [for] the solicitor, who is mildly amused at the follies of 

the others, everyone in the play is intensely in earnest” (356). 

In the opening of the 1936 preface to The Millionairess, Shaw writes 

that the play “does not pretend to be anything more than a comedy of 

humorous and curious contemporary characters, such as Ben Jonson might 

write were he alive now” (Shaw 217). This seemingly deprecating statement 

is a playful hint from Shaw that the play is more complex, more politically 

conscious, and less superficial than it may first appear. For although Jonson 

was famous for penning comedies, they were not trivial works but cutting 

social satires. In-keeping with Jonson’s theatrical approach, The 

Millionairess is a sharp satire of capitalism, within which Shaw conducts an 

in-depth investigation of the role and position of wealth in 1930s capitalist 

Britain. Over the course of the narrative, Shaw explores and discusses 

society’s cultural stance towards wealth; wealth distribution; the class 

divide; wealth and gender; wealth and social identity; the link between 

wealth and social power; the performance of wealth. Through the play, 

Shaw suggests that the image which people project to the outside world is 

often a sham, and that a society driven by capitalist management is 

untenable. If The Simpleton of the Unexpected Isles is “A Vision of 

Judgement”, (Shaw Plays Extravagant 127) as its subtitle claims, The 

Millionairess could be classed as a damning vision of capitalism or even 

neo-liberalism.  

Completed in 1935, The Millionairess was a timely endeavour on 

Shaw’s part as, while he was composing it (over the course of 1934 and 

1935), the world was in the grip of the Great Depression, precipitated by the 

1929 Wall Street Crash. Written in the latter part of his career, the work is 
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one of, what are commonly called, Shaw’s later plays; a label which has 

come to have negative connotations. Comparing Shaw’s later plays to his 

earlier works, academic criticism of the later play-texts, and critics’ reviews 

of staged productions, have often maligned them as exhibiting a devolution 

of style. Moreover, aside from Saint Joan (1923), the later plays have 

received substantially less criticism than his earlier works. Although 

criticism after Shaw’s death recognised the later plays to be the products of 

an artistic reaction to the events and aftermath of WWI, there, overall, still 

remains, as Peter Gahan articulated in 2003, “a consensus among Shavian 

academics and the general public alike, that Shaw’s later plays are of “a 

lower artistic order than what came before” (27). Partly due to this apathy 

afforded to the later plays, The Millionairess is one of Shaw’s lesser-known 

works. According to Nicholas Greene’s and Deirdre Mc Feely’s catalogue, 

the play has only ever been produced once by a professional Irish company, 

in 1938 (250). 

Slow to be produced when first written, arguably the most famous 

stage production of The Millionairess was its West End debut in 1952; 

featuring Katherine Hepburn as Epifania (Conolly 120). Although early 

productions of the play were well received, and the role of Epifania is 

considered a fabulous opportunity for a mid-career female actor to showcase 

her acting talents, reviews of later stage productions have been 

predominately negative. This fact prompted Michael Holroyd, in 1991, to 

state that “Epifania has been disliked by generations of theatre critics” 

(Holroyd 357) (Hoile). In 1960, The Millionairess was very loosely adapted 

into a musical film of the same name, and stared Hollywood’s Sophia Loren 

and Peter Sellers. Although upon its release in England it was a box-office 

success, the film was less successful in the US and is, today, generally 

considered to be mediocre at best (MartinHafer et. al).  

While reviewing a production of The Millionairess in 2009, Nelson 

Pressley noted that the plot struck “more than a few resonant chords” with 

contemporary current affairs, yet deemed the Onley production to have 

whizzed along “like an agreeably talky romantic comedy, a period piece 

with verbal panache.” (Pressley) Deeming the play to be a “chattery 
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cardboard comedy”, critic J. Keyy Nestruck wrote an overall damning 

diagnosis of the play; in her review of the 2012 Shaw Festival production. 

She wrote:  

 

The Millionairess is simply a lousy piece of playwrighting 

from a craft point of view – sloppy and repetitive. Shaw, 

writing in his dotage, can’t even bother to come up with 

plausible reasons for his characters converging. (Nestruck) 

 

Receiving such harsh criticism from academics and theatre critics 

alike, it is unsurprising that the play is one of Shaw’s lesser performed 

works.  

Of the forty-six audience members who supplied feedback after the 

intermedial theatre production, two indicated that they had read the play and 

thirty-one indicated that they had no previous familiarity with the play 

(Smith). Furthermore, while no audience member reported having seen 

another stage production, six respondents indicated that they had seen the 

film adaptation (Smith). 

 

3.2 Intermedial Theatre 

An emerging performance style, intermedial theatre is a term yet to 

be adopted by mainstream theatre critics. This may be explained by critics 

struggling to formulate a comprehensive understanding of the ongoing 

experimentation of theatre makers who engage in digital practices. As Bill 

Blake puts it, in the present theatrical landscape, “the meanings and cultural 

conceptions of new media and ‘digital culture’ [are] multifarious and 

elusive” (11). Therefore, it is important to stipulate that, within the project, 

my understanding of intermedial theatre followed the definition presented 

and discussed by Chiel Kattenbelt, in his 2008 article “Intermediality in 

Theatre and Performance: Definitions, Perceptions and Medial 

Relationships”. Kattenbelt expounds that a distinguishing factor of 

intermedial performance, is that the mediums being utilised engage with, 

and influence, each other.  
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Intermediality assumes a co-relation in the actual sense of the 

word, that is to say a mutual affect. Taken together, the 

redefinition of media co-relationships and a refreshed 

perception resulting from the co-relationship of media means 

that previously existing medium specific conventions are 

changed, which allows for new dimensions of perception and 

experience to be explored. (25) 

 

Thus, in intermedial theatre, the reciprocal relationship of mutual 

affect, created between the media employed, results in the audience gaining 

a fresh perception of them, individually and as a collective whole.  

Andy Lavender puts forward three models for how mediums can be 

set in relation to one another, during an intermedial performance. He 

maintains that the relationship between mediums can be hierarchical, inter-

relational; or hybridised. The hierarchical relationship sees one medium, or 

mediating effect, as preeminent, which results in its domination over the 

other mediums employed. The hybridisation model sees the amalgamation 

of the mediums, producing, according to Lavender, “effective (affective) 

inscription through (new) mergings” (133). The inter-relational model 

creates an interweaving of the mediums employed; while the mediums 

effect and influence one another, they remain distinct within the 

performance. This paradigm, Lavender asserts, is “structured by (and 

opening up) spaces, gaps and ‘fissures’ between the mediums” (133). It is 

this, (the inter-relational model) which aligns to Kattenbelt’s concept of 

intermedial performance and was, as such, the model followed within the 

project. 

Nelson writes how the continental European school of thought, 

regarding intermedial practices, “tends to hold that they inherently involve a 

critical distance and awareness of the mediums coming together”. This, he 

theorises, is owed to Brecht’s “radical separation” of theatrical elements 

(20). As a theatre director operating in Ireland, my understanding and 

employment of intermedial theatre, throughout the project, was undoubtedly 

influenced by continental European theatrical traditions. The separatist view 
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characterised by Nelson is reflected in the inter-relational model utilised 

within the project. 

3.3 The Millionairess in the Digital Age 

As an international socialist, Shaw addressed social concerns within 

his dramatic works, with the view to promoting and enacting tangible social 

change. Thus, when considering the applicability of the plays to 

contemporary society, it is prudent to acknowledge changes in societal 

operations which are elemental in the current cultural condition. It can be 

noted that the accelerated embracing, and total assimilation, of digital 

technologies into contemporary society has resulted in a significant 

evolution in the way we consume information and media content.
23

 

Lavender writes: 

 

Digitisation is not simply a matter of technological 

advancement. It is profoundly cultural in its applications, not 

least since it makes information more quickly accessible, 

easier to handle and more swiftly adaptable. (126) 

 

Lavender stresses that a major impact of digitalisation on society is 

the change in how we manage our time and our exchanges with each other 

and cultural products
24

 (127). Within the current digital age, theatre-goers 

are now not only literate in the conventions of television, but also of digital 

media; they are accustomed to receiving media content in a multi-faceted, 

continuous, and seemingly perpetual manner. As digitalisation and the 

internet now impact upon every sphere of contemporary society, while also 

playing a significant role in shaping popular culture, both digitalisation and 

                                                             
23

 This has been particularly evident over the last ten to fifteen years due to: the 

development of smartphones; the rise of social media and social networking sites; the 

emergence of streaming applications such as Spotify (2006) and Netflix (2007); live news 

reporting of current affairs; downloadable user-friendly content creation and alteration 

applications such as Vine (2013) and Boomerang (2015).  

24
 It can be noted that this change in how members of contemporary society interact, as 

cultural participants, had already begun to take place due to the effects of post-modernism. 

Robin Nelson addresses this when discussing the production and receiving of theatre in 

contemporary society (20). 
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the internet must be considered within any meaningful discussion of current 

social concerns. This project sought to address this cultural situation and its 

impact on the discussions contained within Shaw’s The Millionairess, 

through performance. 

To test if intermedial theatre could afford the exploration of our 

interactions as cultural participants in the digital age, I decided to include 

television and social media within the mediums utilised throughout the 

project. This decision can be seen to have theoretical support. Robin Nelson 

asserts that given the ephemeral nature of digital media, due to erasure being 

a constant option, there can be seen an ontological link between live theatre 

and digital media (22). In Theatre and Social Media Lonergan outlines a 

lineage of performance centred around social media in the theatre (35-61). 

While in her book, Performing Television: Contemporary Drama and the 

Media Culture, Elizabeth Klaver presents a lineage of incorporating 

television in live theatre performance. Moreover, in How Television 

Invented New Media, Murphy and Banning assert that, in the digital age, 

“television itself has become a kind of “middleman” of media – a 

technology that “glues” together the old and new in terms of style, industry 

and technology.” (70)  

From my initial analysis of the play, I identified that the role of 

digitalisation and digital media in contemporary society connected 

thematically to the play. Throughout The Millionairess Shaw reveals the 

duplicitous nature of society. He does this by showing that the way in which 

individuals publicly represent themselves and their situations, in order to 

maintain societal expectations, often stands in stark contrast to their lived 

situations of the private sphere. He illustrates that matters confined to the 

private sphere are often those which do not meet societal ideals, such as 

social failures, financial concerns, and familial disharmony. Within the 

project I experimented with illustrating how this aspect of the play speaks to 

the use of social media in today’s digital age. Social media platforms such 

as Facebook, Instagram, Twitter, and Snapchat give users the opportunity to 

reach a global audience; social media is now the vehicle through which 
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people create and present a contrived public image of themselves, and their 

lives, to the greater society.  

Identifying social media platforms as spaces in which people 

perform identities, Lonergan writes that “…performances [enacted on social 

media platforms] may purport to be authentic, or they may be unashamedly 

fake   but most social media activities will be located somewhere between 

those two states.”(31) These performances of identity undertaken on social 

media are enacted through the photographs, messages, and content that 

users post and share, as well as the other users they befriend and follow.  

  Shaw’s investigation of wealth in society conducted within The 

Millionairess can be seen to speak directly to the mediatisation and 

digitalisation of contemporary society, owing to the current conceptual link 

between money, power, and technology (particularly digital media) in 

contemporary society. This ideological link has arisen due to focused media 

attention on the financial success of entrepreneurial technology and digital 

media companies; the status of successful technology entrepreneurs as 

societal influencers; the increased role of digital media in politics; the 

development of crypto-currencies; the trend to celebrate wealth on social 

media platforms; the recognition of new digital devices as markers of wealth 

and social status (Lavender 129). According to The Economist, four of the 

world’s most valuable firms in 2017 were technology companies: Apple; 

Alphabet (parent company of Google and YouTube); Microsoft; Amazon 

(“Are Technology Firms Madly Overvalued”). Also, at the time of the 

production in 2017, the increasing value of crypto-currencies (digital 

currencies operating independently of a central bank) worldwide, was 

prominent in the media. In the summer of 2017, Bloomberg reported that an 

anonymous trader had made over two hundred million dollars in a single 

month via the crypto-currency ether (Metcalf).  

The perceived connection between technology and wealth is 

particularly prominent in Ireland. This is due to our apparent economic 

recovery from the 2008 recession being accredited, in no small part, to the 

decision of US technology companies to base their European headquarters 

in Ireland. In 2017, Vincent Boland of The Financial Times reported that 
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“Irish GDP is more than 60 per cent larger than the Eurozone average but 

only about half that much larger in GNI per capita”. This inflated picture of 

financial success, he asserted, was owing at least in part to oversees 

companies moving offices to Ireland, as well as the country’s role as “a hub 

for global companies corporate tax management”.   

Owing to the strong engagement of digital media with the political 

sphere in the past decade I found this cultural situation an influential factor 

when considering Shaw’s discussion of the plutocracy within the play. The 

watershed event for this engagement was arguably the 2008 US presidential 

election, popularly dubbed the “Facebook election” (Johnson and 

Perlmutter), which saw Barack Obama elected as US president. Following 

the result, journalists Soumitra Dutta and Matthew Fraser asserted: 

 

Obama's masterful leveraging of Web 2.0 platforms marks a major 

E-ruption in electoral politics—in America and elsewhere—as 

campaigning shifts from old-style political machines toward the 

horizontal dynamics of online social networks. 

 

Two elections later, the rise of former reality television star Donald 

Trump to the office of US president in 2016, shone a stark light on the 

connection between wealth, digital media, and social power in 

contemporary society. Void of any political experience, Trump’s notoriety 

centred solely around his wealth. Moreover, much credit for Trump’s 

success was immediately attributed to Steve Bannon, the then head of the 

conservative alt-right news network, Breitbart (Holpuch) (Derrig). The role 

of social media in Trump’s victory has since been further complicated by 

the confirmation of Russian interference in the campaign, via cyber 

espionage (National Intelligence Council).  

Aiming to bring a contemporary perspective to the play, the project 

experimented with incorporating social media and television conventions, as 

well as pop culture references within the performance; providing a double-

view of the events of the play to the audience. The mediums were employed 

in a self-reflexive manner within the performance; reflective of how we now 

create and share information digitally. This involved recognising the 
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connecting principles of digital technology that are at the heart of digital 

culture, to be: mobility; speed and immediacy; interaction; task-specific 

communication; the apparent erosion of distance (Lavender 125).   

3.4 Directing Practices  

Throughout the project I followed the directing methodology of 

current prolific UK director Katie Mitchell. Employing an audience-centred 

approach, Mitchell is known for creating politically engaged theatre of 

varying genres, grounded in contemporary social realities (Mitchell 232). 

Since her production of The Waves in collaboration with video designer Leo 

Warner (UK National Theatre in 2006), Mitchell has become famed for her 

experimentation with new media in performance. According to Imogen 

Russell Williams, Mitchell and Warner’s productions push “the limits of 

what’s possible on stage while never letting you forget you’re in a theatre”, 

via the appropriation of film and television “tricks”. A recurring feature of 

these experimental productions is what Mitchell terms ‘live cinema’. 

Providing the audience with a double vision of the play’s events, this 

technique involves the filming and instantaneous projection of the actors’ 

onstage performance of the play-text (Oltermann). This self-reflexive 

practice can be seen to be fundamentally intermedial in nature and in 

alignment with the inter-relational intermedial performance model, utilised 

within this project. Furthermore, Mitchell’s socially motivated approach 

towards theatre creation
25

 can be seen to match that of Shaw; signalling her 

as an ideological match for the project. 

Mitchell’s directing method, largely derived from the work of 

Konstantin Stanislavski, is laid out in minute detail in her book The 

Director’s Craft.  (Mitchell 225) The process begins with the director 

conducting extensive pre-rehearsal preparation, during which time they 

 analyse the play-text; 

  identify the genre of the play;  

 conduct research on the playwright and the cultural context 

of the period in which the action is set;  
                                                             
25

 See Mitchell’s biography for the Heroin Collective, written by Josephine Liptrott. 
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 create character biographies;  

 prepare exercises and improvisations for rehearsals; and  

 prepare the play-text that will be used in rehearsals (the 

“directing script”) (53). 

Jane Lapotaire, who worked with Mitchell on Ghosts in 1994, 

described Mitchell as having “a total grasp of detail and a ruthless 

dedication to text” (Taylor). This is reflected in Mitchell’s uncompromising 

rehearsal method, which involves a rigorous communal examination of the 

text. A distinctive feature of Mitchell’s directing practices is that she divides 

the rehearsal period into two stages. Within the first stage, accounting for 

forty percent of the entire rehearsal period, she leads the cast in an in-depth 

analysis of the play-text; before putting the play on its feet in the second 

stage. The aim of the period of textual analysis is for the actors to build a 

crystal-clear understanding of the world of the play and their characters. 

During this time, the cast create in-depth character biographies and map the 

physicality of their surroundings and the world presented within the play.  

 

3.5 Play Genre 

Following Mitchell’s directing practices, I conducted extensive pre-

rehearsal preparation on the play at the beginning of the proto-performance 

period. An early task of this preparation, as prescribed by Mitchell, was to 

determine the genre of the play, as it and its conventions can affect the 

approach that a director takes towards the play’s staging (Mitchell 51). 

Although, on first appraisal, The Millionairess appears to be a piece of 

social-realism, from my early analysis I determined that Shaw had created, 

in the play, a work that did not wholly conform to the genre.  

Writing in 1968, Alison Hopwood championed Shaw’s extravaganza 

plays
26

 as a dramatic divergence taken by Shaw, in form and content, in 

response to the inter-war years. This change in Shaw’s style, Hopwood 

asserted, was “not based on the straight lines of naturalistic determinism”, 

                                                             
26 The Apple Cart: A political Extravaganza; Too True to be Good: A Political 

Extravaganza; Geneava: Another Political Extravaganza. 
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but embodied an exploration of the complexities of reality (109-110). While 

not among the extravaganza plays, I would contend that The Millionairess, 

also written during the inter-war period, can too be seen as a product of this 

evolution in Shaw’s playwriting, as characterised by Hopwood. A definite 

shift in style which sees a subversion of traditional realism in reaction to the 

previously unimaginable consequences of WWI, Shaw created a play in 

which he could showcase a new type of heroine endowed with the life-

force.
27

  

In her article, “Shaw’s Epic Theatre”, Wilde notes that, owing to his 

early championing of Ibsen and the elaborate directions for realistic stage 

settings included within the play-texts, Shaw is widely associated with the 

genre of realism. She asserts, however, that, for Shaw, the most important 

elements of plays were the arguments they contained. Shaw’s search for 

ways to communicate socially relevant arguments to his audiences led him, 

according to Wilde, to stray from realism throughout his playwriting career; 

to a greater extent than has ever been acknowledged (136).  

Referencing Bendetto Croce’s distinction between a historian and 

chronicler, Micheal Patterson likens a writer of realism to the historian; a 

person who “emphasises what is significant in order to discover the 

connection between events” (16). Within a piece of realism, the playwright 

examines the underlying causes of the condition of society. While Shaw 

takes up this mantle in many of his dramas, his emphasis on the workings of 

1930s British capitalist culture is so strong within The Millionairess that the 

situational factors are heightened to the point of exaggeration. This leads to 

the presentation of a heightened or extreme version of 1930s Britain within 

the play. This is seen in the possible, but altogether implausible plot points 

of the narrative; the characters’ blunt discussion of polarising values and 

beliefs regarding money and the position of women in society; the mass 

ambivalence towards domestic violence demonstrated throughout. 

Considering these elements of the play, in relation to Nicholas Hytner’s 

assertion - that a theatre maker can locate the world of their play “at any 

                                                             
27 See Cathy Barry’s “ Three Act Comedy: George Bernard Shaw” for details of Shaw’s 

following of the theory of the life-force.  
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distance from the real world” (Weber Nicholson 4) - it can be said that 

Shaw, in response to the inter-war period, set the world of The Millionairess 

at a farther distance than a piece of social realism would be required to 

inhabit.  

Ultimately, identifying that the heightened world of the play and its 

fantastical plot points are the elements that set The Millionairess apart from 

a piece of social realism, I determined the play not to be a work of social 

realism, but rather a parody of the form. The online Oxford English 

Dictionary defines parody as “an imitation of the style of a particular writer, 

artist, or genre with deliberate exaggeration for comic effect”. Within The 

Millionaires the heightened world of the play parodies, to great comic 

effect, that which a piece of social realism would present. The improbable 

way in which the events of the play occur parodies the narratives of plays 

which conform to the genre, again, in a humorous manner. 

Marvin Carlson notes that genre is an important element of an 

audience’s horizon of expectations, with the audience drawing on previous 

experiences of a genre as reference points when viewing and receiving a 

play (6). As The Millionairess did not confirm to the genre of realism it 

proved problematic for academics and press critics alike, who held the play 

to the conventions of realism and compared it to Shaw’s earlier works. 

Though more recent criticism has acknowledged the unconventional form 

and content of The Millionairess, there is a prevailing trend for it to be 

largely ignored or deemed an irrelevant feature within critical readings of 

the play.  

This ignoring of the play’s subversive form is troubling, as it can be 

noted that it is through the play’s parodying of social realism that Shaw 

develops his satire of capitalist society; the action being derived from the 

heightened world of the play, and the fantastical occurrences it facilitates. 

Firstly, it is Epifania’s adherence to her father’s wishes, through setting his 

fairy-tale-like challenge to her potential suitors, that creates the 

circumstances of the play. Secondly, it is owing to the characters’ 

inexplicable decision to reveal their illicit relationships to Sagamore in Act I 

that the duplicitous nature of society, and its disconcerting value system, is 
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exposed. Thirdly, it is the implausibly fantastical occurrences of Act II 

(Epifania falling in love-at-first-sight and the Egyptian doctor’s suitability 

challenge revelation) that leads to the investigation of the bottom of the 

capitalist system in Act III. Epifania’s foray to the bottom of this system 

facilitates the themes of plutocracy and racial prejudice to be explored. 

Finally, it is the implausibly amiable reunion of Act IV, that allows for the 

capitalist system to be analysed in relation to personal morality and the legal 

system.  

Identifying the seeming unwillingness among producers, critics and 

academics to address The Millionairess’ unconventional form as a root 

cause of the negative criticism against the play, I decided that the created 

intermedial theatre production would need to embrace the subversive form, 

in order to communicate the play’s intent to the audience.  

Although Mitchell’s directing method is largely based on the work 

of Konstantin Stanislavski (Mitchell 227), and produces as noted by Miriam 

Gillinson, an acting style of “‘extreme’ naturalism”, my identification of the 

text as a parody of social realism did not impede my following of her 

directing methods. Mitchell explicitly states that the methods of Stanislavski 

which she employs are not exclusively applicable to naturalistic texts, or 

plays of social realism.  

 

His [Stanislavski’s] work remains relevant whenever you 

find yourself directing a play containing characters who are 

members of the human race, regardless of the time period 

they inhabit or the style of play they belong to. (227) 

 

One aspect of Mitchell’s directing practice I did not emulate, was the 

extent to which she alters the text when creating her directorial script for 

rehearsals. As with my previous projects, wishing to experiment fully with 

Shaw’s texts as pieces of performance material, I did not want to make 

amendments to the play unless it was necessary. For this reason, although I 

formatted the play-texts to make them easily legible, I did not edit them 

before distribution to the cast. This did have the consequence of the actors 

focusing on the stage directions and geography of the set, as prescribed by 
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Shaw, despite discussion on the geography of our planned set, which was 

decidedly different.  

 

3.6 Design of Scenography 

Mitchell lists the design of a production as having three main 

functions: to communicate time and place; to help focus the eye of the 

audience on the key action or narrative; to support the actors in transmitting 

the ideas and genre of the play (77). In consideration of the last function, 

specific design aims of the project were to communicate the intended 

meaning of Shaw’s satire of capitalism; connect the discussions of the play 

to the current condition of the social issues which they address; highlight the 

unconventional form of the play; create a reciprocal dialogue between the 

manifold performance and communication mediums being utilised. In an 

effort to acquaint the cast with the intermedial elements of the play as early 

on in the process as possible, I read out my initial technical design ideas 

during the second cast read-through of the play, during the second studio 

session. 

Xinyuan Wang notes how due to the invention of smartphones and 

the rise of social media, “our relationship to visual images has reached a 

level of ubiquity that is historically unprecedented” (57) Drawing on the 

current internet culture, I decided early on in the proto-performance period 

to have projected images, text, and video-clips punctuating the action 

throughout the intermedial performance. The stream of projections during 

the performance reflected the uninterrupted perpetuity of digital media and 

provided a constant commentary of live human events and interactions in a 

myriad of voices. It can be noted that, during the proto-performance period, 

my design ideas were informed by Josie Rourke’s Saint Joan at the Donmar 

Warehouse, which I attended in January 2017. 
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3.6.1 Emphasising the Play’s Unconventional Form 

As the unconventional form and content of The Millionairess had 

been met with resistance in the past, I was conscious that, if it was not 

expressly confronted within the performance, there was a risk it would be 

mistaken as a symptom of the play-text being out-dated. However, I was 

also conscious that the characters’ remaining true to the logic of the world 

of the play was an important component of Shaw’s satire. For this reason, I 

decided to emphasise the unconventional form of the play predominantly 

through the employed technical scenography. While the onstage ‘live’ 

scenography would be of the 1930s, in harmony with the realistic 

psychological acting style, technological scenography employed during the 

performance would seek to highlight the play’s unconventional form. 

Scenographic elements utilised to this end during the performance included 

lighting and sound effects; projected pre-recorded video clips; and a 

choreographed dance sequence.   

Within the performance, sound effects were employed as an early 

signal of the non-conventional form of the play-text. In Act I, immediately 

after Sagamore exclaimed the words “tennis champion”, a sound effect of a 

tennis ball being hit accompanied by a tennis player’s grunt was played 

(246).  Subsequently, on Epifania’s line “Alastair came back to me after six 

months probation with fifty thousand pounds in his pocket instead of the 

penal servitude he richly deserved” (253), the sound of a heavy cell-door 

closing and locking played. While in Act II, simultaneous sound and 

lighting effects signalled Epifania falling in love at first sight with the 

Egyptian doctor (fig. 3). 
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Fig. 3.  The Millionaires production shot, Epifania falls in love at 

first sight with The Egyptian doctor, Act II 

Source: Aisling Smith, JPEG, 2017. 

  

At the close of Act IV (fig. 3.1), in an effort to solidify my portrayal 

of the play-text as a piece of political theatre which steps out of the 

boundaries of social-realism, I inserted a dance sequence to the pop song 

“Stay”, by Alessia Cara, featuring Zedd, accompanied by a disco rave 

lighting sequence (Zaslavski and Cara). 
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Fig. 3.1.  The Millionairess production shot, dance sequence, Act IV 

Source: Aisling Smith, JPEG, 2017. 

 

The received feedback indicates that the efforts to highlight the 

play’s unconventional form was communicated to the audience through the 

created performance. 

When asked to describe the production in one sentence one 

respondent described it as “surreal” and another commented that it was “a 

little quirky” (Smith). When asked if anything had surprised them about the 

production, or the play in general, eight respondents commented on the 

dance and music sequence in the last scene, (Smith) signalling that it proved 

to be a striking element of the performance. 

 

 3.6.2 Conversion of Monetary Values 

A prevalent design feature of the intermedial performance was the 

projection of the contemporary euro values of the monetary figures, 

referenced within the play. 

Bernard Dukore in his 2016 article, “How Much?: Understanding 

Money in Major Barbara”, advocated for the conversion of monetary 
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figures contained within Shaw’s plays in contemporary productions. While 

it is true that a contemporary audience member may know that the monetary 

values in the play are out-dated due to the effects of inflation, they are 

unlikely to know the exact conversion rate. Moreover, a further barrier to 

contemporary audiences is that they may not necessarily be aware of how 

the pound sterling was denominated prior to the decimalisation of the 

currency. Noting that “money in its most palpable manifestation is a major 

element in Shaw’s plays”, (83) Gustavo A. Rodríguez Martín in his 2016 

article, “Bernard Shaw Adjusted for Inflation: Evolution of Wealth”, asserts 

that the first part of The Millionairess, “can be understood only against the 

backdrop of the “fifty thousand pounds” that Epifania’s suitor must make if 

he wants to marry her” (83).  

Indeed, while analysing the play I noted that specific monetary sums 

act as important signifiers of meaning throughout the play. In Act I, the first 

monetary amount referenced is that of Epifania’s inheritance from her 

father, £30 million. An early indication of her attitude towards money is 

expressed to the audience when she refers to it as a “beggarly thirty 

millions” (247). In 2017 values, Epifania’s inheritance was starkly greater at 

£2,010,000,000 (€ 2,251,200,000). The vastness of Epifania’s wealth, and 

her attitude towards money (as decided by Shaw), is communicated to a 

contemporary audience much more effectively via the up-to-date figure; as, 

in today’s economy, Epifania would not be a millionaire but a billionaire. A 

recurring motif within the play, the financial challenge for prospective 

suitors inherited by Epifania from her father, is to turn £150 into £50,000 

within six months. In 2017 values, the challenge posed was to turn £10,050 

sterling (€11,256), into £3,350,000 sterling (€3,752,000) within six months. 

Despite the fact that the percentage increase within the challenge is the 

same, today Shaw’s intent is made clearer by the euro figure; the enormity 

of the challenge becomes apparent to a contemporary audience when put 

into current values. Aiming to make Shaw’s intended narrative clearer and 

more accessible to a contemporary audience, I experimented with supplying 

the current value of the monetary figures referenced within the play by 
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projecting them onto the up-stage screen during the intermedial performance 

(fig. 3.3 and fig. 3.4); putting into practice the theory of Dukore. 

Dukore notes that when he converted the monetary figures of Major 

Barbara into their contemporary values, the directly converted figures were 

cumbersome and not conducive to quick receiving (76). I found the same to 

be true within this project. Consequently, to enable the figures projected 

within the performance to be easily received, I formatted and slightly altered 

the converted values. Moreover, as the play was being performed to a 

primarily Irish audience, in Galway, the figures were projected in euro. 

Within the performance Epifania’s inheritance of £30 million 

(€2,251,200,000) was projected on the screen as “€2.251 Billion”, and the 

figures for Epifania’s suitor challenge of £150 and £50,000 (€11,256 and 

€3,752,000) were projected as “€11k → €3M” (fig. 3.2 and fig. 3.3). 

 

 

Fig. 3.2.  The Millionairess projected images, “€2.251 Billion” and 

“€11k → €3M” 

Source: Aisling Smith, JPEG, 2017. 
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Fig. 3.3.  The Millionairess production shot, a “beggarly thirty” 

million,  Act I (247) 

Source: Aisling Smith, JPEG, 2017. 

 

 

Fig. 3.4.  The Millionairess production shot, Adrian’s desired 

compensation projected on-screen as “Over €185,000”, Act 

IV 

Source: Aisling Smith, JPEG, 2017. 
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The received feedback relating to the projection of the converted 

monetary figures was largely positive. Although the feedback questionnaires 

did not specifically mention the incorporated monetary figures, three 

audience members indicated that they had found the converted values 

helpful, while one respondent gave the opinion that they were unnecessary. 

One audience member cited their surprise at the financial difference 

between the figures in the text and their contemporary values (Smith). 

 

3.6.3 Addition of Contemporary Humour 

Often employing it to address sensitive subjects, Shaw used humour 

as a powerful tool in his plays. Within the project, I experimented with 

providing another layer of humour to The Millionairess, via the 

technological scenography of the intermedial performance. This saw the 

incorporation of a humour-driven running-commentary of the action in the 

play, specifically targeted at a contemporary audience of the digital age, 

through the use of projections (fig. 3.5. to fig. 3.9.).  

In his editorial, “Humour and Social Media”, Eric Weitz notes that 

the technological advances of Web 2.0 has had a profound effect on the 

utilisation of humour in virtual contexts; a key factor being the capacity for 

widespread participation. He writes 

 

Humour can spread virally through the worldwide group in a 

digitally driven embodiment of laughter itself, cultivated in 

evolutionary terms to spread like a contagion through a 

gathering as quickly and efficiently as possible. (2)  

 

Seeking to enhance the narrative and reflect the multifaceted way in 

which we absorb content and communicate information in contemporary 

society, the stream of projections within the performance provided a twenty-

first century commentary of the action of the play and spoke to the use of 

social media use in society. Reflecting contemporary trends of humour, the 

projections incorporated online humour, social media conventions, and 
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referenced pre-established jokes from television and viral internet culture. 

Zittrain asserts that “Somehow, the retreat into irony, being serious while 

not taking oneself seriously, is what lends internet culture its power and 

force.” (391) Exhibiting a droll tone, the projections were in-keeping with 

both the satirical humour of the play and the humour commonly utilised on 

online social-networking sites.  

One element of viral internet culture utilised within the performance 

was the meme. Jonathon Zittrain defines a meme as “a picture or drawing 

(usually from an unwritten source) that’s taken on a shared, iconic quality, 

coupled with a resonating message”.(388) He asserts that “At the base of a 

lot of memes is an authentic, unguarded, involuntary moment.” (389) 

Although only a handful of the projections employed within the intermedial 

production qualified as memes, the way in which the projections were 

coupled with the on-stage action generated a humorous interpretation of the 

play-text, and resonated with the composition of memes. As images 

appeared sporadically during the performance, and did not utilise every 

opportunity to show a reference image, there was a certain randomness 

attributable to the projections, which maintained a sense of surprise and 

anticipation during the performance. This again drew on the spontaneous 

spirit of the meme trend of current internet culture, as described by Zittrain. 

(389). 

The most prominently utilised social media convention, employed 

throughout the created performance, was that of the hashtag. The hashtag 

was first used as a social media convention on the platform Twitter, where 

its function was to denote individual conversation threads. From here, 

retaining the function of a kind of label, the hashtag evolved into a staple 

social media convention across social networking sites, and was assimilated 

into spoken conversation. Agnes Veszelszki notes that, along with 

connecting thematic content and connecting users with similar fields of 

interests, hashtags can be used to abbreviate the content of a communication 

and add a “stylistic touch” to the message (140). In the intermedial 

performance, hashtags were utilised within the projections to contextualise 
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the action of the play in a humorous manner, and to evoke social media use 

(fig. 3.5 and fig. 3.9). 

As discussed, a recurring criticism of productions of The 

Millionairess has been that the play-text is particularly discursive (Hoile) 

(Nestruck). In response to this, I utilised projections to act as visual 

reference points for the spoken text, to aid the audience’s following of the 

narrative (fig. 3.5, fig. 3.6 and fig. 3.7). One element of this was having a 

video clip of cheques being signed during Alastair’s lengthy explanation of 

his cheque-kiting scam in Act I. A number of projections also sought to 

showcase stage directions of the play-text; emphasis lines; provide 

suggested interpretations of the text and sub-text; make connections 

between the ideas of the play and contemporary social issues in a humorous 

manner. A silent-movie aesthetic was applied to a number of text 

projections, to signal their aim of enhancing understanding (fig. 3.5, fig. 3.8, 

and fig. 3.9) 

 

Fig. 3.5.  The Millionairess projected images, text and images 

designed to generate humour  

Source: Aisling Smith, JPEG, 2017. 

Source (elephant): 

www.cdn.pixabay.com/photo/2017/02/13/19/46/amboseli-

national-park-2063594_640.jpg 

Source (Silly Poor People meme): quickmeme.com 

Source (Careful Now): “Passion of St Tibulus”, Fr. Ted, 

directed by Declan Lowney, Careful Now sign, season 1, 

episode 3, Hat Trick Productions, Channel 4, 1995 
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Fig. 3.6.  The Millionairess production shot, “Was it my fault? The 

elephant got influenza.” Alastair asks, Act I (269) 

 Source: Aisling Smith, JPEG, 2017. 
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Fig. 3.7.  The Millionairess projected images, depictions of people and 

past events referenced within the play-text 

Source: Aisling Smith, JPEG, 2017. 

Source (circus tent) Nathan King, 2007, 

www.flickr.com/photos/nathanking/769733695 

Source (man): “Only the serious know how to truly laugh”. 

2007, 

www.commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Only_the_serious_k

now_how_to_truly_laugh.jpg 
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Fig. 3.8.  The Millionairess projected images, text emphasising lines 

from the play-text 

Source: Aisling Smith, JPEG, 2017. 

 

 

Fig. 3.9.  The Millionairess projected images, text and images aimed at 

communicating possible subtext  

Source: Aisling Smith, JPEG, 2017. 

Source (imploding glass): Niels Noordhoek, 2011, 

www.commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Imploding_vacuum

_tube.JPG 

Source (playing cards): image 

www.i.imgur.com/Su6HxpEb.jpg 

Source (graph): www.4.bp.blogspot.com/-

7ZSZtLyUXw/Uh5qowKmEKI/AAAAAAAAAB4/FYPEyel

z9Hk/s1600/Union_membership_in_us_1930-2010.png 
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3.6.4 The ‘What If’ Convention 

Within the performance I experimented with employing narrative 

techniques, associated with television, to highlight the play’s 

unconventional form and to explore perceptions of mass-media in 

contemporary society. One story-telling device with which I experimented 

was the film and television ‘What If’ convention. Increasingly common in 

television shows, this convention sees the action of a programme be reset to 

a particular point in the past; voiding the action which has been back-

tracked due to the reset. The voided scene, usually a highly implausible 

sequence not in-keeping with the overall tone of the show, is accepted as 

being an imagined or ‘What If’ scene; understood not to have occurred as 

the narrative continues. Discussing the ‘What If’ convention on a wider 

scale (with regard to transmedia practices), Jason Mittell writes: 

 

“What if” extension poses hypothetical possibilities rather than 

canonical certainties […] foregrounding tone, mood, character, or 

style more than continuity with canonical plots and storyworlds. 

(315) 

 

Within the created performance, I experimented with utilising and 

subverting the ‘What If” convention for comic effect, to speculate on 

subtext, to highlight the unconventional form of the play, and to explore 

how different mediums are viewed in contemporary society. 

In Act I of the created performance, at the point in the play when 

Patricia calls Epifania “deary” and Epifania repeats the snub, the actors on 

stage froze in place while a short video clip, book-ended by a ‘dream harp’ 

sound effect, played on-screen. The pre-recorded video clip, presenting the 

same scene to the audience as that on stage, showed Epifania say “deary” 

before slapping Patricia across the face. After the ‘dream harp’ sounded on 

the conclusion of the clip, the action resumed on stage. Epifania once again 

repeated the snub “deary” before the play continued as written, as if the slap 

had not occurred.  
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PATRICIA.  [soothingly] Yes: we know you have to put up 

with a lot, deary; - 

 

EPIFANIA.   [stamping] Deary!!! 

 

PATRICIA.  [continuing]-- but that’s what the world is 

like. (256-257) 

 

This ‘What If’ interruption to the play-text, breaking the hitherto 

following of the conventional structure of time, served to frame the play and 

production as being something other than a piece of traditional social-

realism. Mittell notes that in television programs the distinctive pleasure of 

viewing episodes which employ specific innovative story telling techniques, 

is “marvelling at the narrational bravado on display by violating the 

program’s own storytelling conventions” (46). 

Having established the use of the ‘What If’ convention in Act I, by 

utilising it in the way in which it is regularly employed on television, I then 

sought to undermine the audience’s expectations via the subsequent 

subversion of the convention in the performance. The aim of this was to 

raise the concept of there being a perceived hierarchy of mediums in 

society; challenging the traditional acceptance of the live as being more 

legitimate. Auslander asserts that within this tradition “the common 

assumption is that the live event is “real” and that mediatised events are 

secondary and somehow artificial reproductions of the real” (3).  

In Act II of the performance, on Epifania’s line “you rotten thing” 

(278), both actors again froze on-stage in place, as a pre-recorded clip 

played on-screen. This showed Epifania throwing a glass of water at Adrian 

and chasing him around the dining room with a newspaper. She then hits 

him with the newspaper before flinging it at him as she chases him off 

stage-left. On the video-clip’s conclusion, the actors unfroze and re-enacted 

the same scene that had played on-screen. With each medium showing the 

same actions, neither sequence qualified as being a ‘What If’ scene. This 

double playing of the scene, presenting both mediums as equally legitimate 

subverted the convention.  
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Nearing the end of Act IV, a pre-recorded video clip played 

simultaneously with the afore-mentioned choreographed dance sequence. 

While the onstage actors danced in time to the pop music, the pre-recorded 

clip showed them remaining seated and silently enacting mundane tasks, 

such as eating, drinking and, in Patricia’s case, knitting. In this instance, 

both scenes took place concurrently so there was no reset point, but, rather, 

a point of divergence instead. Moreover, in contrast to Act I, the more 

implausible sequence, the choreographed dance, most likely to be the ‘What 

If’ scene, was presented onstage. Through this subversion of the ‘What If’ 

convention in Act II and Act IV, the performance sought to challenge the 

audience’s perceptions regarding the reliability of the mediums; provoking 

them to consider their preconceptions and expectations of communication 

mediums in contemporary society, and to question whether, or not, they 

perceive there to be a hierarchy of mediums. 

The audience feedback collected displayed a positive response to the 

utilisation of projected images and videos within the performance. In 

response to the question “What are your feelings on how technology was 

utilised during the show, e.g. the projected images?” (Smith), thirty-six out 

of the forty-two answers received indicated an appreciation for the use of 

projections within the show, with the images and video clips being 

specifically mentioned. Recurring comments referenced them as “effective”, 

“helpful”, “well used” and “funny” (Smith). A number of comments 

suggested that the intended aims of the projections, as discussed, had 

resonated with the audience. One respondent wrote: 

 

 I thought the projected images were brilliant They really added to 

the production, as well as a quick tip on getting the point, they added 

humour and piqued attention (Smith)  

 

Not all responses demonstrated an entirely positive view of the use 

of technology within the performance, however. Two respondents took issue 

with the operation of the projections, commenting that they were “late at 

times” and could have been smoother as they caused a jarring effect at first 

(Smith). One respondent gave the opinion that they had been “a bit 



Chapter 3. #Shaw 

219 
 

editorialising” (Smith), while, notably, another respondent commented that 

“the content was dated and somewhat cringey” (Smith). This respondent’s 

perception of the jokes as outdated, and therefore embarrassing, speaks to 

the accelerated turnover of joke-lore within internet culture. Unfortunately, 

the audience member did not give examples of which projections they felt 

were outdated. Only one respondent gave a wholly negative reaction to the 

employment of the technology, writing “Was a bit obnoxious to be honest. 

Flashbacks and sound effects took me out of the play.” (Smith) 

During the tech rehearsals for the public performances one of the 

actors found the introduction of the projections quite challenging. Although 

I had talked the cast through the ways in which the projections would be 

employed within the performance, they had not been utilised during the 

studio sessions or rehearsals. The actor believed that they would be 

distracting for the audience and was irritated by the inclusion of the sound 

effects. I endeavoured to ensure that the projections were as spaced out as 

possible and reassured him that they would complement the onstage live 

performance. 

 

3.7 Connecting Social Issues of the Play-Text to Their 

Current Condition 

Throughout The Millionairess, Shaw explores the prevailing cultural 

stance towards wealth, labour exploitation, domestic abuse, the role of 

women in society, and the plutocracy. Throughout the performance process 

I experimented with ways to connect Shaw’s addressing of these issues to 

their current conditions in contemporary society. 

 

3.7.1 The plutocracy 

Best articulated by Epifania’s scathing assertion that “Nobody is 

anybody without money” (270), a shared belief within the play is that 

money begets social standing and respect in high society. It is this belief that 
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gives rise to the plutocracy: the governing of society by the wealthy. In his 

preface to the play, “Preface on Bosses”, August 1935, Shaw provides an 

insight into the intent of the play in its addressing of the plutocracy (Plays 

Extravagant 217-244). He asserts that while the social trend is for those 

with a talent for generating and accumulating financial wealth to rise to 

positions of power and influence, the qualities which led to their becoming 

titans of industry may not be skills conducive to being a socially responsible 

public leader.  

Plutocracy in contemporary society became a prominent feature of 

public discussion during the 2016 U.S. presidential election campaign and 

continued after the election of Donald Trump. The discourse intensified 

after he assigned senior White House positions to his equally politically 

inexperienced daughter, Ivanka Trump, and son-in-law, Jared Kushner. For 

this reason, I felt the most direct way to encourage the audience to consider 

the play’s discussion of plutocracy in a contemporary context would be to 

reference Donald Trump; perhaps the most famous plutocrat of the twenty-

first century.  

Within the performance Trump was linked to the discussion of 

plutocracy through the employment of both music and projections. When 

the audience first entered the auditorium, the song “For the Love of 

Money”, by the O’Jays, played. Popularised as the theme song of Donald 

Trump’s US television show, The Apprentice, the song was played at either 

side of the interval and bookended the performance. At three points during 

the production, projections were employed to evoke the subject of Trump’s 

swift rise to supreme political power (fig. 3.10). 
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Fig. 3.10.  The Millionairess projected images, text and pictures aimed 

at evoking Trump’s 2016 election to the office of U.S. 

president 

Source: Aisling Smith, JPEG, 2017. 

Source (trumpet): www.politicalmetaphors.com/wp-

content/uploads/2015/07/blog-comm-Trumpet_B_flat_-

1623.jpg pg 

Source (the White House): 

www.tert.am/news_images/816/2445568_2/f597ec1941d6fd

_597ec1941d73d.j 

 

During Act I of the performance, when Epifania informed Sagamore 

that due to her father’s genius business activities he used to have to instruct 

his solicitors in the law, “Alternative Laws” was projected on-screen (240). 

This was in reference to the Trump administration’s use of “Alternative 

Facts” as cited by senior counsel to the president, Kellyanne Conway 

(Sinderbrand). In Act II, when Epifania declared “I am a plutocrat of the 

plutocrats”, Trump was evoked via an image of a trumpet projected on-

screen.(281) Finally, on Epifania’s line “I only want what I can get” an 

image of the White House was projected on-screen, referencing how Trump 

achieved the U.S. presidency despite not having any political experience 

(284). 
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Within the received audience feedback, seven audience members 

responded that they felt the central theme or message of the play to be that 

money and wealth equates to power (Smith). Five respondents cited the 

unfulfilling nature of money, while two respondents believed the message to 

be that “money makes money” (Smith). When asked to comment on any 

part of the play they felt to be relevant to contemporary society, three 

respondents referenced the inequality of the law for the rich and poor in 

society, while four remarked that the performance was evocative of news 

stories regarding tax evasion by the ultra-wealthy (Smith). Six respondents 

referenced Donald Trump within their supplied feedback, including two 

respondents who compared the character of Epifania to Trump (Smith). 

 

3.7.2 Worker Exploitation 

Another product of capitalism addressed within the play is the 

exploitation and degradation of the poor and vulnerable. In Act III the 

audience, via Epifania, learn of the workings of a London sweatshop. 

Shining a light on the base of the clothing industry, Shaw exposes how the 

capitalist society, of the time, is built on exploitation. Shaw shows the 

foundations of the capitalist system to be women working in unsafe and 

exploitative working conditions, barely protected by redundant safeguards. 

Working for little pay and contained in a dirty, dimly-lit basement, the 

conditions endured by the seamstresses are oppressive and unsafe: 

 

[…] No trade union wages. No sanitary arrangements as you 

call them. No lime-washings every six months. No separate 

rooms to eat in. No fencing in of dangerous machinery or the 

like of that. (291) 

 

This situation can be seen to exist due to the wilful ignorance of the 

industry’s operating practices by the rest of society. Upon the opening of  

Act III, both Epifania and the sweatshop couple are shown to be ignorant of 

the other side of society. However, while Epifania is initially shocked by the 

low wages earned by the seamstresses, declaring it slave labour, she 
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wilfully, within minutes, takes over the role of their oppressor. While 

discussing her successful completion of his mother’s challenge with the 

Egyptian doctor in Act IV, Epifania displays no shame and defends her 

actions as honest and legitimate: 

 

THE DOCTOR.  It was not the way of Allah, the Merciful, the 

Compassionate. Had you added a farthing an 

hour to the wages of those sweated women, 

that wicked business would have crashed on 

your head. You sold it to the man Superflew 

for the last penny of his savings; and the 

women still slave for him at one piaster an 

hour. 

 

EPIFANIA.  You cannot change the market price of labour: 

not Allah himself can do that. (314) 

 

 

In contemporary society, slavery and exploitation play a significant 

role in the global economy and, due to the current phenomenon of fast and 

disposable-fashion worker exploitation in the garment industry is systemic 

(Winterstein). The fast-fashion business model sees retailers sell high 

volumes of clothes at very cheap prices. Provoking continuous competition 

among producers to provide retailers with the lowest production costs, the 

model has led to the rise of sweatshop labour across the world (A. Brown et 

al.). Such labourers endure: low pay; unpaid overtime; unsafe conditions; 

little job security. Therefore, Shaw’s presentation of the garment industry is 

directly applicable to its current condition; right down to the nameless, 

faceless, replaceable women, still forming the bottom rung of the industry 

(Buchanan).   

A prevailing enabling factor of labour exploitation is the 

complacency of the public at large. Ilana Winterstein, director of 

“Labour Behind the Label”, notes that “lack of accountability is endemic 

throughout the garment and shoe industries”; with impunity enabling the 

continuation of human rights abuses. In a bid to highlight to the audience 

the role they play as consumers in the continued exploitation of garment 
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workers, the image fig. 3.11 was projected on Epifania’s line “you live on 

sweat” (294). 

 

 

Fig. 3.11.  The Millionairess projected image, “You Live on Sweat”, 

Act III 

Source: Aisling Smith, JPEG, 2017. 

Source [original image]: freestocks, 2017, 

www.unsplash.com/photos/_3Q3tsJ01nc 

 

The direct applicability of Shaw’s treatment of labour exploitation to 

that in contemporary society, resonated with the audience. Within the 

supplied audience feedback one audience member cited that the projection 

shown in fig. 3.11 had “a strong impact” within the performance (Smith). 

Another respondent, in answering whether or not the performance had 

brought any social or political news stories to mind, linked the pursuit of 

power and the inaction of wider society with poverty, writing: “The era of 

trump, of course - striving for power over all else .... continued global 

poverty + our inability to care enough” (Smith) 

 

In May 2017, labour exploitation in the clothing manufacturing 

industry came under the spotlight, when two labour activists were detained 
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after infiltrating and investigating a China-based factory which produced 

Ivanka Trump brand shoes. The detained activists reportedly uncovered 

several labour violations at the Chinese factory, including sub-minimum 

wages, verbal abuse, and violations of women’s rights (Haas). A month 

later, an investigation of another factory manufacturing goods for the Ivanka 

Trump brand, based in Subang Indonesia, reported that working conditions 

here included unliveable wages; anti-union intimidation; impossibly high 

production targets; unpaid over-time. Ivanka Trump was particularly 

admonished in the press over these findings due to the recent release of her 

book, Women Who Work.  

Owing to this ongoing media attention, I experimented with linking 

the discussion of the garment industry within the play to the current fast-

fashion industry, by evoking the image of Ivanka Trump.  In Act III, I 

endeavoured to style the disguised Epifania to resemble Ivanka Trump by 

having her wear a blonde wig (fig. 3.12). Further to this, on Epifania’s line 

“We shall collect not only our own stuff but that of all the other sweaters”, 

(293) an image of Ivanka Trump super-imposed over a contemporary 

sweatshop was projected (fig.3.13).  

 

  

Fig 3.12.  The Millionairess production shot, Epifania disguised, Act III 

and Ivanka Trump 

Source: Aisling Smith, JPEG, 2017. 

Source: Chip Somodevilla, “Ivanka Trump”, Getty Images, 

Politico, 2017,  

www.politico.com/story/2017/11/15/ivanka-trump-roy-

moore-child-predators-244964 
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Fig. 3.13. The Millionairess projected image, Ivanka Trump super-

imposed over sweatshop, Act III 

Source: Dan Tracer, “Ivanka Trump over sweatshop”, 2017, 

www.Queerty.com/ivankas-book-called-women-work-

sweatshop-1-hour-20170426/amp 

 

Following this exposition of labour exploitation within Act III, Shaw 

draws attention to further negative effects caused by the dogmatic following 

of capitalist practices and policies in Act IV. Presenting the manager’s 

parents and the old patrons of the Pig and Whistle as poor and vulnerable 

victims of capitalist progress. To emphasise this message, images 

representing the evicted patrons and the manager’s parents were projected 

on-screen during the manager’s monologue; putting faces to Shaw’s 

nameless victims of capitalism (fig. 3.14). 

Incorporated with the aim of linking the discussion of the effects of 

capitalist progress to public discourse in Ireland, the image shown in fig. 

3.15 was projected on-screen during the manager’s line: “Business is 

business; and there’s no room for sentiment in it”.(300) The created image, 

sought to evoke the occurrence of small businesses being forced to close-

down across Ireland, due to the opening of large retail chains sanctioned by 

County Councils (Russell). Owing to the economies of scale, large chains 

such as Tesco, Lidl, and Aldi can afford to offer lower prices, enabling them 

to drive smaller family-owned shops in the locality out of business.  
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Fig. 3.14.  The Millionairess projected images, representations of the 

evicted Pig and Whistle patrons and the manager’s parents, 

Act IV 

Source: Pedro Ribeiro Simoes, “group of elderly people”, 

Flickr, Business Insider, 2011,  

www.businessinsider.com/the-10-favorite-cars-of-americas-

senior-citizens-201112?IR=T 

Source: “old woman”, www. pxhere.com/en/photo/1132190 

Source: Ben Kerckx, “Old Man”, www.pixabay.com/en/old-

man-elderly-people-portrait-971889/ 
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Fig. 3.15. The Millionairess projected image, collage juxtaposing large 

chain stores with smaller shops that are forced to shut-down, 

Act IV  

Source: Aisling Smith, JPEG, 2017. 

Source [Original images]: Martin Bodman, “Tiverton 

Tesco”, 2005, www.geograph.org.uk/photo/85534 

Darren Smith, “Aldi insignia”, 2015, 

www.thedrinksbusiness.com/2015/09/aldi-to-launch-online-

wine-service/4028mdk09,  

“Starbucks Coffee in O7, Mannheim”, 2012, 

www.commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Starbucks_Coffee_

Mannheim_August_2012.JPG 

Elliot Brown, “Sorry we’re closing sign”, 2014, 

www.flickr.com/photos/ell-r-brown/12875294995 

 

Within the received audience feedback, five respondents cited the 

ruthless nature of capitalism and the corruptive power of money as being the 

central theme or message of the play (Smith). Five respondents viewed it as 

centring around financial inequality and the widening of the wealth divide. 

This includes one respondent who gave the opinion that the central theme or 

message of the play was effectively surmised by the meme “Silly Poor 

People, Money is for Rich People” (fig. 3.5) (Smith). Audience members 

also cited the performance as having evoked contemporary news topics 

relating to issues of inequality, wages, child labour, sweatshops, and abuse 

of power (Smith). 
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Four respondents mentioned labour conditions and exploitation, 

while two respondents cited the end of small family businesses due to large 

corporate stores, as being elements of the performance relevant to 

contemporary society (Smith). In fact, one respondent commented “the 

Ivanka Trump resonances worked very nicely” (Smith). 

 

3.7.3 The Role of Women and the Performativity of Gender  

Alongside his exploration of cultural attitudes regarding wealth and 

gender in The Millionairess, Shaw addresses attitudes towards the role and 

position of women in his society in general. Following his dialectic style 

Shaw presents conflicting ideological views of womanhood via the 

polarizing characters of Epifania and Patricia.  

Shaw creates in Epifania the epitome of the unwomanly woman, and 

in Patricia the womanly woman (as discussed by him previously in “The 

Quintessence of Ibsenism” (1891)); thereby dramatizing the discord 

between the two conceptions of womanhood and reflecting societal tensions 

regarding the position and role of women.  

Despite Epifania being highly irritated by Patricia’s relationship with 

Alastair, the two women do not fight over Alastair’s affections within the 

play. The conflict between them appears to stem from the disparity between 

their conceptions of womanhood and what constitutes as woman’s ideal role 

in society. With arguably the most entertaining exchange in the play, Shaw 

deftly articulates the crux of their shared animosity: 

 

EPIFANIA.  So I am the Sunday wife. [To Patricia, 

scornfully] And what are you, pray? 

 

PATRICIA.  Well, I am the angel in the house, if you 

follow me. 

 

ALASTAIR.   [blubbering] You are, dear: you are. 
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EPIFANIA.  [to Patricia] You are his doormat: that’s what 

you are. 

 

PATRICIA.  Doormats are very useful things if you want 

the house kept tidy, dear. (260) 

 

Patricia refuses to acknowledge Epifania’s remark as an insult. She 

sees a woman’s role as being that of a nurturer, and thus takes pride in her 

domesticity; emphasised by her tendency to knit in public.  Epifania, 

however, resents the fact that, despite her freedom to choose her own path in 

life, Patricia purposely attaches herself to an individual such as Alastair; 

someone who requires looking-after and coddling. In Epifania’s opinion he 

is nothing more than a “sexless fish” (258), an “insect” she found herself 

tied to for life (264). Epifania only remains married to Alastair as her status 

as a married woman affords her more freedom than if she were single (271).  

Importantly, Shaw’s investigation of feminism and gender 

expectations, in The Millionairess, reflects that the play was written post-

suffrage. In Act I Patricia, aka Polly Seeding Stockings, states “I am the 

angel in the house, if you follow me” (260). However, proving herself 

neither innocent, docile, nor subservient, she does not meet the oppressive 

criteria of the ideal Victorian woman in Coventry Patmore’s periodical 

poem that she is referencing.
28

 Rather, she is a financially independent post-

suffrage woman, and the dominant force in her relationship with Alastair; a 

fact made clear in Act I by her suggestion for Alastair to leave the office so 

that she can “have it out” with Epifania (257). 

The reintroduction of the womanly and unwomanly woman, and the 

references to the Victorian beginnings of the women’s movement within the 

play, can be viewed as a reaction by Shaw to the condition of the women’s 

movement in the 1930s. Social instability regarding the accepted position 

and role of women had flared in Britain during the inter-war years. 

Although more women were working than ever before, there was a push 

after WWI for women to return to domesticity, to reassert the status quo. 

Also, while a number of feminists continued the women’s movement and 

                                                             
28 The Angel in The House (1854-1862). 
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fought for greater equality, there was an apathy among some women 

towards the movement once suffrage was achieved in 1918 (Pugh 235). 

Shaw’s portrayal of Epifania and Patricia can be read as an advocation by 

Shaw for a resurgence of the initial ideals of the feminist movement.  

Importantly neither character is vilified by Shaw within the play, just 

as neither character’s ideology is shown to be superior. Ultimately Shaw 

advocates for freedom of choice, with emancipated women free to choose 

their own paths. This message is most clearly articulated in Epifania’s 

words to Patricia: “Your world is not my world. Every woman has her own 

world within her own soul” (257). When asked, within the feedback 

questionnaire, if anything about the production or play had surprised them, 

one respondent cited surprise at the strength of the female characters, 

writing: “How dominant the women were – very sure of themselves” 

(Smith). 

While analysing the play I found the conflict of ideologies, 

concerning womanhood and the ideal woman portrayed by Shaw, 

comparable to the conflicting nature of pressures felt by women in 

contemporary society; namely the lingering patriarchal values and perceived 

feminist ideals. This pressure on the twenty-first century woman to ‘have it 

all’, by being both a devoted mother and career woman, is a recurring topic 

in mainstream cultural discourse. Moreover, the discord between Patricia 

and Epifania and the circumstances of the women’s movement in the 1930s, 

resonated with the tensions of the women’s movement in recent years; as 

manifested by the rise of fourth-wave feminism.  

Writing in 2008, Martha Rampton asserted that the ‘new silhouette’ 

of fourth-wave feminism was rising on the horizon; developing in 

opposition to the popular apathetic third-wave feminism of the 90s and early 

00s, during which many rejected the idea of collective feminism.  

 

Third wave women and men are concerned about equal 

rights, but tend to think the genders have achieved parity or 

that society is well on its way to delivering it to them. […] 

 This wave supports equal rights, but does not have a term 

like feminism to articulate that notion. For third wavers 
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struggles are more individual: “We don’t need feminism 

anymore.”  (Rampton)  

 

Embracing collective feminism, fourth-wave feminism, Rampton 

argues, can be seen as a resurgence of second-wave feminism, with many 

second-wave issues remerging into public discourse, e.g. reproductive 

rights, unequal pay, slut-shaming, rape, and violence against women.  

Within the play, Shaw shows the double standards that exist within 

society in relation to gender and foreshadows later feminist theory, by 

alluding to the performativity of gender. He does this via the doctor’s 

assesment of Epifania as “sexless” (283) due to her own behaviour as well 

as  through Sagamore’s speech in Act IV: 

 

She [Epifania] knows the privileges of her sex to a hair's 

breadth and never oversteps them. She would come into 

court beautifully dressed and looking her best. No woman 

can be more ladylike--more feminine--when it is her cue to 

play the perfect lady. (310) 

 

Aiming to question and challenge the audience’s conceptions of 

feminism and equality, fig 3.16. was projected on-screen during Sagamore’s 

speech.   

 

Fig 3.16 The Millionairess projected image, “Equality” 

utilised during Sagamore’s speech, Act IV 

  Source: Aisling Smith, JPEG, 2017. 
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The received feedback suggests that the intermedial performance’s 

engagement with Shaw’s discussion of the role of women and gender, 

resonated with the audience. When commenting on aspects of the play that 

they found relevant to contemporary society, four respondents referenced 

gender issues (Smith). One respondent commented that the ‘Lead role 

seemed to represent modern women ie independent intelligent, “manly”, in 

approach to sex relationships and the reaction was as per today i.e. not 

acceptable behaviour’ (Smith). Notably, in using the word “manly”, this 

response acknowledges Shaw’s foreshadowing of later feminist theory 

regarding the performativity of gender. 

In an effort to frame the differing socio-political ideologies 

concerning womanhood held by the two characters, in a contemporary 

context, and to address the performativity of gender, I set up Instagram 

accounts for both characters. Each account aimed to display an online 

performance of ideal womanhood, as conceived of by the characters. The 

actors playing the roles of Epifania and Patricia kindly assumed the 

responsibility of managing these Instagram accounts.  

As the idea was to create the accounts under the imagined premise 

that social media existed in the 1930s, situations and aesthetics depicted in 

the images and messages posted conformed to the realities of the period. 

Originally, I intended for the Instagram accounts to highlight the differences 

between the characters, focusing on wealth and gender. This later expanded 

into a more comprehensive performance of identity: one in which the actors 

sought to present an online presence that, I believed, would reflect what the 

characters, as presented by Shaw, would want to portray to society at large. 

Owing to Epifania’s admission that being married had social benefits, I 

asked the actor playing Epifania to post a picture of her and Alastair 

together onto her account page; to contrive a false image of them as a 

happily married couple.  

While I had the intention of displaying the Instagram accounts 

during the interval, so as to be viewable for the audience, this idea was 

disallowed due to time constraints. Instead, a message on the back cover of 
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the complimentary programme encouraged the audience to access the 

accounts online (fig. 3.17). 

 
 

Fig. 3.17.  Back cover of the show programme for the intermedial 

theatre production of the The Millionairess 

Source: Aisling Smith, JPEG, 2017. 

  

3.8      Challenging Aspects of the Play-Text 

When conducting the project, I found Shaw’s treatment of domestic 

violence and his representation of the Egyptian doctor to be challenging 

elements of the play-text. 

3.8.1 Shaw’s Treatment of Domestic Violence 

A prevailing current social issue addressed by Shaw within The 

Millionairess is that of domestic violence. Upon first reading the play, I was 

struck by the jarring manner with which the subject of domestic violence is 

treated and anticipated. Given this, I thought it would be a challenging 

aspect of the play-text when creating the intermedial theatre production. 

In Act I Epifania candidly reveals, and graphically describes, 

Alastair’s past violence towards her. However, subverting audience 
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expectations, Epifania’s story is met with apathy; not only is Alastair’s past 

violence against Epifania not condemned by Sagamore and the other 

characters in Act I; less attention is given to it than is paid to Alastair’s 

cheque-kiting scam. By Act IV Alastair displays pride in his status, afforded 

to him by his past violence. He proudly controls Epifania’s behaviour by 

threatening her with violence, using the code-word “Toko” as a warning, 

when she attempts to attack Adrian again (308). The other characters’ 

unwillingness to denounce Alastair’s past violent behaviour is striking 

throughout the play. Patricia, in particular, appears to ignore all allusions to 

Alastair’s violence towards Epifania.  

Upon first appraisal, Shaw’s treatment of the theme of domestic 

violence within the play appears bizarre and unexplainable. However, while 

considering his treatment of the theme in relation to the form of the play − a 

parody of social-realism − I determined the approach to be satirical. I 

identified Shaw’s treatment of domestic violence as an intended parody of 

the prevailing beliefs and subsequent behaviours surrounding it, within his 

society; the bizarre and jarring acceptance of domestic violence in the world 

of the play, effectively highlighting how domestic abuse is facilitated in 

regular society. The satire is predicated on the idea that as domestic violence 

signals unrefined behaviour and marital disharmony, it can be considered a 

social failure that will bring shame to both of the people involved. 

Consequentially, this leads to domestic violence being concealed by both 

the victim and perpetrator, and politely ignored by the wider community; 

effectively making domestic violence that is confined to the home socially 

acceptable. In The Millionairess Shaw addresses and satirises this situation 

by having the characters demonstrate a distinct apathy towards domestic 

violence (a subject that is openly discussed and accepted within the play), 

thereby bringing attention to society’s unwillingness to address domestic 

violence, while attributing its continuation to societal convention. 

Importantly Epifania’s assault of Adrian is the only onstage violence 

stipulated by the stage instructions of the play. Through the discussion of 

this assault in Act IV, which is summed-up by Sagamore’s cry of “hang it 
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all! A man accusing a woman of assault!”, Shaw satirises societal attitudes 

towards female to male violence (308). 

On recognising Shaw’s treatment of domestic violence as satirical, 

his discussion of the issue can be seen as directly applicable to 

contemporary society. As domestic violence is a prevailing social issue, I 

wished to engage with Shaw’s addressing of it within the created 

production. However, owing to the fact that Shaw’s treatment of the theme 

is not immediately recognisable as a satirical, I found this to be a 

challenging endeavour. After determining that the intended message was 

dependent on the characters’ apathy towards violence being recognised as a 

stylistic feature, which stemmed from the play’s subversive form, I 

identified a potential problem. Namely, I felt there was a risk that a 

contemporary audience could perceive the apathy shown towards violence 

as being representative of an out-of-date cultural attitude, or bad story-

telling, instead of a stylistic choice. Therefore, I attempted to combat this 

risk by framing Shaw’s portrayal of violence, within the play, as a theatrical 

technique, through the use of projections. 

My first instinct was to provide the audience with a twenty-first 

century reaction to the theme of violence, as presented in the play-text. 

Thus, my initial idea was to project text which reacted in a shocked and 

indignant manner to the events being played on stage.  However, upon 

critical reflection (after the communal analysis of the play), I realised that 

the jarring effect created by Shaw’s treatment of violence, as discussed, 

would be foiled by the inclusion of these projections. Moreover, they could 

be interpreted as supporting the idea that Shaw’s handling of the theme was 

the product of an outdated attitude, stemming from the period. 

I then set out to design projections which would clearly present what 

I identified to be Shaw’s intent behind his treatment of the theme of 

violence within the play – to bring attention to society’s unwillingness to 

address domestic violence, while attributing its continuation to societal 

convention. After a considerable period of reflection, I tested conveying this 

interpretation by evoking the proverbial principle of ‘hear no evil, see no 

evil, speak no evil’. The aim of this was to conjure up the idea of society’s 
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collective and willful ignorance of uncomfortable social issues; in this 

instance, domestic violence. The ‘hear no evil’ images projected depicted 

the actors playing the roles of Adrian, Sagamore, and Patricia in the ‘hear no 

evil’, ‘see no evil’, ‘speak no evil’ poses (fig. 3.18 and fig. 3.19). The 

intention of having these specific characters depict the saying was to 

highlight the wilfulness with which they ignore Alastair’s violence against 

Epifania throughout the play. 

 

 

Fig. 3.18.  The Millionairess projected image, ‘hear no evil, see no evil, 

speak no evil’ tableau with Patricia, Adrian, and Sagamore, 

Act I  

Source: Aisling Smith, JPEG, 2017. 

 

 

Fig 3.19.  The Millionairess projected image, ‘hear no evil, see no evil, 

speak no evil’ tableau with Patricia, Act IV  

Source: Aisling Smith, JPEG, 2017. 

 

Within the received feedback, two audience members indicated that 

they were surprised by the openly apathetic attitude towards domestic 

violence displayed within the play, and two respondents cited appreciation 
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for the ‘hear no evil, see no evil, speak no evil’ images employed (Smith). 

Stating what they considered to be the central message or theme of the play, 

one audience member remarked “It [the play] seemed to lack a moral 

compass. Nonetheless, everyone seemed to have a satisfactory outcome 

except the guy who got beaten up!” (Smith) When asked to comment on 

aspects of the play that they found to be relevant to contemporary society, 

four audience members referenced domestic violence or physical abuse; 

with two respondents specifically referencing domestic abuse perpetrated by 

women (Smith).  

The prevailing problem of domestic violence in Irish society gave 

rise to the launch of a six-year national awareness campaign to confront the 

issue, in 2015. At the time of the production in 2017, the campaign, in its 

second year of operation, was visible across the country through television, 

billboards, and street advertisements on bus-shelters and public bins. 

Depicting scenes of male to female and female to male domestic abuse, the 

ongoing campaign posed the question “What Would You Do?”, and 

encouraged both victims and witnesses to report and speak out against 

domestic violence (“What Would You Do”). On reflection, the intermedial 

theatre performance would have benefited from the incorporation of 

material from this national awareness campaign. The inclusion of still 

images from one of the campaign’s television adverts would have connected 

the issue directly to contemporary Irish society, while further commenting 

on how current social issues are framed by the media. 

It can be seen that the persistent apathy shown by the characters 

towards such a serious and damnable offence as domestic violence, creates 

an awkward kind of humour within the play. Although this effect was 

evident in rehearsals it was not something I focused on with the cast or 

examined in detail during the proto-performance stage. I became more 

aware of the humour created by the characters’ apathy during the public 

performances, owing to the audience’s affected laughter. Reflecting upon 

this aspect of the audience’s response to Shaw’s treatment of the theme, I 

concluded that the created humour is similar to that created via Doolittle’s 

attitude towards Eliza and violence in Pygmalion, as discussed in chapter 2. 



Chapter 3. #Shaw 

239 
 

However, the intent of the humour is subtler in this instance, as there is no 

foil to the joke. In Pygmalion, Doolittle’s abhorrent behaviour provokes a 

definite shift in tone, which is then coupled with Pickering and Higgins’ 

denouncement of his uncouth and immoral opinions. This shaming of 

Doolittle gives a certain amount of permission to the audience to find him 

outrageous and humorous; legitimising their laughter. Within The 

Millionairess, however, as all of the characters display the same apathy 

towards violence and their views remaining unchallenged throughout, the 

created humour is darker and, thus, more jarring to the audience. During an 

optional talk-back held after one of the public performances, one audience 

member commented that she was uncomfortable with how she found herself 

laughing at the references to domestic violence, along with the reprehensible 

attitudes towards it displayed by the characters (Walsh). 

 

3.8.2 The Role of the Egyptian Doctor 

 Another element of the play-text that proved challenging during the 

project, was the role of the Egyptian doctor. Conscious that the audience of 

my intermedial theatre production’s view of the Egyptian doctor would be 

informed and influenced by the current contemporary cultural context, I 

feared that Shaw’s representation of the doctor could be a contentious 

element of the performance. This was due to contemporary thought 

surrounding race and identity in performance, as well as current 

international cultural tensions surrounding Islam; tensions stemming from 

the activities of Islamic fundamentalists following the formation of ISIS (the 

Islamic State of Iraq and Syria) in 2014, as discussed in Chapter 1.  

Within the play Shaw explicitly characterises the Egyptian doctor as 

Muslim. Like the Woman in Act III, The Egyptian doctor is not given a 

Christian name or surname within the play. In leaving the character 

unnamed and giving him a relatively underdeveloped identity within the 

play, I determined that Shaw intended the doctor to be viewed as a 

representation of a group as well as an individual character. Through his 

declarative opening sentence, “I am an Egyptian doctor”, Shaw makes it 



Chapter 3. #Shaw 

240 
 

very clear to the audience that the doctor’s ethnicity and profession are 

crucial aspects of his identity (279). With this sentence Shaw defines the 

character of The Doctor as a professional and skilled immigrant, from a 

state ruled indirectly by the United Kingdom. While I did not identify any 

lines within The Millionairess as being derogatory towards Islam, as I had 

with O’Flaherty V.C., I did find Shaw’s portrayal of the Egyptian doctor 

problematic. I feared the character could be construed pastiche by a 

contemporary audience, and be viewed as a parody of a devout Muslim. I 

had this reservation owing to the character’s prescribed wearing of a fez and 

his continuous evocation of Allah’s name (within his two appearances the 

doctor references Allah twenty times) (279-319). 

My unease was attributable to the tensions surrounding migration 

and Islam in recent international politics. As discussed, migration has been a 

prominent and contentious topic within international political discourse over 

the last decade; not least due to the recent migrant crisis, partly caused by 

the Syrian conflict (originating as part of the Arab Spring in 2011). 

Xenophobic rhetoric featured heavily in the 2016 Brexit and US presidential 

election campaigns, which saw both the Leave side and Trump campaign on 

anti-immigration platforms (Mahsa and Varkianijun) (Hewitt). The Brexit 

result and Trump’s election epitomises the recent international rise in 

popularity for the far-right and the political shift towards populism;
29

 a trend 

that was bolstered by the formation of ISIS in 2014 and the subsequent 

terror attacks, conducted or inspired by the group in the U.S. and Europe.
30

  

Informed by my previous projects, I determined that Shaw’s intent 

behind the portrayal of the doctor would be a deciding factor when 

approaching the character during the creation of the performance-text. As 

mentioned, there is relatively little critical theory pertaining to The 

Millionairess. This lack of academic theory to draw on during my rehearsal 

preparation, regarding the role of the Egyptian doctor, was a considerable 

restriction to the project. In the absence of theory regarding the doctor in 

                                                             
29 See The New York Times article “Europe’s Rising Far Right: A Guide to the Most 

Prominent Parties”.  
30 In February 2018, CNN reported that since June 2014 ISIS has conducted or inspired 

more than 140 terrorist attacks in twenty-nine countries, excluding those seen in Syria and 

Iraq (Lister et al).  
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Shavian studies, I conducted research on race relations in 1930s Britain with 

the hope of gaining insight into Shaw’s intent regarding the role.  

Key articles consulted during this research included 

 Jacqueline Jenkinson’s PhD Thesis “The 1919 Race Riots in 

Britain: Their Background and Consequences”(1987);  

 “The Construction of Racial Difference in Twentieth-

Century Britain: The Special Restriction (Coloured Alien 

Seamen) Order, 1925” (1994), by Laura Tabili;  

 ““A vision of Black Englishness”: Black Intellectuals in 

London, 1910–1940” (1997), by Deborah J. Rossum; and 

 “The British Empire and the Muslim World” (2001), by 

Francis Robinson.  

Detailing a number of contextual factors of inter-war Britain 

concerning immigration, race relations, and attitudes towards Islam, these 

articles influenced my interpretation of Shaw’s intent regarding the 

Egyptian doctor. In 1930s Britain racism against ‘coloured peoples’ was 

ubiquitous (Jenkinson) (Rossum). Jenkinson asserts that the ‘popular 

racism’ in British culture at the time was largely due to imperialism; biased 

eugenics research (including the appropriation of Darwin’s Theory of 

evolution); the stereotyping of black people in British popular culture as 

slaves, minstrels, or savages (10-11). Also influential to the British cultural 

attitude towards ‘coloured peoples’, Tabili notes, was the legacy of Britain’s 

imperialist expansion in the nineteenth century (which had relied upon the 

propagation of the racial inferiority of non-white people) (95). Racial 

identity was a contentious subject in inter-war Britain, especially regarding 

immigrants’ right to work and their legal positioning within the Empire. 

According to Tabili, in depressed post-WWI Britain “the most visible and 

controversial Black workers” were immigrant seamen from the colonies 

(63).  

Stemming from wider national feelings of frustration and 

disillusionment, due to the perceived futility of the war and the great 

sacrifices it had demanded, violent clashes instigated by white seamen, 
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against ‘coloured’ seamen, broke out across Britain in 1919 (Jenkinson 6). 

Although 1919 was the worst year, similar clashes broke out again in 1920, 

1925, and 1930. Meanwhile, institutional racism led to the introduction and 

following of racially motivated policies which restricted black men’s ability 

to work (Tabili 63). These included The Aliens’ Restriction (Amendment) 

Act in 1919 and the 1925 Special Restriction Order. Characterising the 

situation, Tabili writes: 

 

The reconstruction of racial differences in the 1920s and 

1930s did not reflect a retreat from empire so much as the 

efforts of an influential section of the metropolitan elite to 

continue to reap the benefits of empire without bearing the 

costs. (63)  

 

The official attitudes towards immigration during the inter-war 

period in Britain, as characterised by Tabili, bears a striking similarity to the 

rhetoric espoused by Brexiteers in the run-up to, and aftermath of, the Brexit 

referendum; who conveyed their ambition to retain the benefits of EU 

membership, without allowing the freedom of movement of people.  

As Shaw specifically characterises the doctor as being both Muslim 

and Egyptian, within my research I explored the situation of Egypt during 

the inter-war period, as well as British cultural attitudes towards Islam. 

Francis Robinson notes that “by the 1920s the British Empire embraced 

substantially more than half the Muslim peoples of the world” (1).  In the 

1930s, the predominately Muslim Egypt, although occupied by the British 

for economic reasons since 1882, was not colonised by the Empire. 

Therefore, although Britain wielded immense authority over Egypt, its 

citizens, such as the doctor, were neither British citizens nor protected 

peoples. Popular opinion in Britain among the general public regarding 

Islam, Johnson maintains, was based on Europe’s long past with the 

religion. This included  

 Christian polemic against Islam (characterising the religion 

as violent and overly sexual);  
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 the memory of the crusades (which had sought to stop the 

spread of Islam and liberate the Holy Land from Islamic 

rule);
31

  

 the romanticising and exoticisation of the East in literature; 

and 

 the reporting of violent fanaticism of Jihad movements (10-

11).  

From this research I determined that Shaw, through the Egyptian 

doctor, was attempting to provide a more complete perspective of non-white 

immigrants to his audience; a perspective that they had not received from 

the popular media. Indeed, Jenkinson and Rossum both note that the second 

largest component of resident black men in Britain at the turn of the 

twentieth century were students (Jenkinson 9). Through the Egyptian doctor 

Shaw presented a sympathetic figure and provided the narrative of an 

educated, yet destitute, non-white immigrant, with no claim to British 

citizenship. In his dedication to Allah, whom he repeatedly refers to as 

being both merciful and compassionate, Shaw’s doctor is altruistic and 

humble. Guided by his faith, the Egyptian doctor stands in stark moral 

superiority to the money-driven Alastair and Adrian who sponge off others. 

By presenting the Egyptian doctor as a professional immigrant trained in 

England, Shaw challenged the mainstream view of non-white immigrants 

and raised the plight of destitute immigrants in general. The doctor infers 

that the refugees who he has dedicated his career to helping are more 

“useful” than people like Epifania (280). Furthermore, by having The 

Egyptian doctor as Epifania’s love interest, Shaw directly confronted the 

societal unease surrounding inter-racial marriages, which had played a part 

in the violence of the 1919 riots (Jenkinson 11). Guardian Journalist Laura 

Smith notes that between the 1930s and 1950s, British newspaper reports 

portrayed “mixed neighbourhoods as dangerous and transgressive, rife with 

crime, prostitution and gambling.” (L. Smith). Identifying Shaw’s intent as 

                                                             
31 England had made significant contributions to the Crusades of the middle ages. Arguably 

most famous was the campaign of King of England Richard I, the “Lionhearted”, in the 

final year of the third crusade (1189-1192); which re-established a Christian Kingdom of 

Jerusalem (Proach).  
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such, I decided not to alter or remove the doctor’s lines. However, I was still 

mindful that the role needed to be directed in a sensitive manner.  

The first practical consideration concerning Shaw’s depiction of the 

doctor, was his wearing of a fez. Although still used by the Moroccan Royal 

Court, the fez in contemporary Western society is seen as either a fancy-

dress item, or a tourist souvenir; an ethically questionable object of fun 

(Hedges) (Abu Fadil). Not just stipulated in the stage directions, the 

Egyptian doctor’s wearing of a fez is imbedded within the play-text, as it is 

discussed when Epifania steals it from the doctor’s head in Act II. My initial 

reaction was to consider replacing the fez with a different piece of 

headwear, such as a kufi or burnos. However, upon engaging in focused 

research into the position of the fez in the period, I retained it within our 

production.  

Although acknowledging its becoming a relic of the past, akin to the 

British top-hat, Samir Raafat details how the fez, introduced to Egypt in the 

nineteenth century, became an emblem of Egyptian nationality. I therefore 

decided that as the fez was a symbol of Egyptian identity in the early 

twentieth century, and thus an integral costume feature of the period, this 

superseded its contemporary associations. While my initial reaction had 

been to worry that the incorporation of the fez might be viewed as a 

superficial symbol of foreignness, replacing it with a different piece of 

headwear, that was not specific to Egypt in the period, would have in fact 

made me guilty of this.  

Among the cast, the actor playing the role of the Egyptian doctor 

was most interested in the technical elements being employed within the 

production. Owing to this, the devising of the projections to be employed in 

conjunction with The Egyptian doctor was a more collaborative process 

than the rest of the technical design. The actor suggested utilising 

projections, alongside appearances of the Egyptian doctor, to confront 

current negative stereotypes concerning the Middle East and Islam 

stemming from Islamic fundamentalist activities, e.g. associating all 

Muslims with terrorism. With this aim, he suggested projecting an image of 

the NYC World Trade Centre during the 9/11 attacks on-screen upon the 
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Egyptian doctor’s entrance. While this projection could raise the issue of 

racial stereotyping and evoke the role of the media with regard to racial 

profiling, I felt it could be construed as being an unnecessarily inflammatory 

design feature. If perceived as such it would severely detract attention from 

the scene. Furthermore, the introduction of the theme of terrorism would 

constitute a significant diversion from the narrative of the play-text.  

Ultimately, after identifying a strong connection between the racial 

prejudice of inter-war Britain and the recent xenophobic rhetoric in the 

wake of the Syrian migrant crisis, I chose for the focus of the projections, 

coupled with the doctor’s scenes, to centre on his discussion of social 

revolution and migrating refugees; leading me to focus on Egypt’s role in 

the Arab Spring. This decision was also influenced by the sustained 

attention Egypt’s involvement in the Arab Spring had received from the 

Irish news media, due to the arrest and prolonged detention of Ibrahim 

Halawa in Cairo. Son of the most senior Muslim cleric in Ireland, Halawa 

and his three sisters had been arrested in Cairo in 2013, when the Al-Fath 

mosque in which they were sheltering during the violent anti-government 

protests was stormed by the Egyptian security forces. Although his sisters 

were released promptly without charge, he was included in a mass charge 

(five-hundred people) for inciting violence, rioting, and sabotage. However, 

after four years in jail, he was acquitted of all charges and released in 

October 2017; a month before our public performances (Flanagan). 

 On the doctor’s line “I am an Egyptian Doctor” (279), the three 

images shown in fig. 3.20 were displayed on-screen in quick succession. 

Utilising images from media coverage of the Arab Spring, the projections 

evoked the Egyptian and widespread rebellion against social oppression and 

highlighted the role of the mass media in shaping our understanding of 

different peoples and cultures. 
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Fig. 3.20.  The Millionairess projected images, photographs depicting 

The Arab Spring in Egypt and exemplifying Western media 

coverage of Islamic culture and the Middle East, Act II  

Source (crowd): Ahmed Ali, Associated Press. “Egypt's 

Long, Bloody Road From Arab Spring Hope to Chaos”. 

CNN, 2016, 

www.edition.cnn.com/2016/04/27/middleeast/egypt-how-we-

got-here/index.html 

Source (three women): 

www.p5.storage.canalblog.com/57/97/1327515/101370067_

q.jpg 

Source (crowd and fire): Raphael Fournier, “Egypt: The Arab 

Spring 2.0.”. 2013, www.dailysignal.com/2013/07/19/egypt-

the-arab-spring-2-0/ 

 

 

I opted to include the image of the three women in Burkas to draw 

attention to the large Muslim population in Egypt, and to reflect media 

coverage of Middle Eastern countries in general. Writing in 2016, Anne 

Wells and Janusz Balicki note that the European news media: 

 

… has a tendency to show a specific interest in questions of 

politics and gender power, and often relates these to a 

cultural flashpoint between secularized Europeans and the 

generally more conservative Muslim immigrant populations. 

(224) 

 

During the doctor’s discussion of plutocracy, fig. 3.21 was projected 

on the line, “Well, that is a disease for which I do not prescribe. The only 

known cure is a revolution; but the mortality rate is high; and sometimes, if 
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it is the wrong sort of revolution, it intensifies the disease.” (281). Thereby 

highlighting the history of social revolutions worldwide which have resulted 

in dictatorships.  

 

 

Fig. 3.21.  The Millionairess projected image, Infograph showing 

several countries where social revolutions led to 

dictatorships, Act II 

Source: Aisling Smith, JPEG, 2017. 

 

Lastly, on the line “I keep a clinic for penniless Mahometan 

refugees”, fig. 3.22 was projected on-screen (280).  This was an imposing 

image during the performance, directly confronting the audience with the 

ongoing migrant crisis. Images such as this had become familiar, crowding 

the newspapers and online news sites for the past two years. The image 

however, was particularly impactful in its enlarged state directly facing the 

audience during the performance. 
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Fig. 3.22.  The Millionairess projected image, Syrian refugees, Act II  

Source: Joey Millar, “New Migrant Route: Romania's 13,000 

border guards Scramble as refugees switch journey”, The 

Express, 2016, 

www.express.co.uk/news/world/723105/romania-migrants-

migrant-crisis-balkan-route-border-guards 

 

The performance’s engagement with the issues of the Arab Spring, 

the perception of Islam in contemporary society, and immigration, through 

the character of the Egyptian doctor, appears to have been successfully 

conveyed to the audience.  

Within the received feedback, two audience members referenced the 

role of the Egyptian doctor as being an aspect of the play relevant to 

contemporary society, with one respondent writing “The Muslim connection 

felt very relevant and timely” (Smith). In response to whether the 

performance had brought any social or political news stories to mind, one 

audience member wrote “stories of cultural + religious differences”, and two 

respondents cited the situation of refugees (Smith). 

In answer to the question “Was there any part of the performance 

that you found confusing or difficult to understand?” (Smith), one 

respondent answered: “the reason why an Egyptian is so specified by Shaw 

is still a bit mysterious” (Smith). This response reflects the need for Shavian 

scholarship regarding the role of the Egyptian doctor. It also led me to 
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consider that the performance could have benefitted from the inclusion of a 

section on Shaw’s intent concerning the role of the Egyptian doctor in the 

programme, or an excerpt from one of the articles I had consulted in my 

research.  

Conclusion 

Within the created intermedial performance of The Millionairess, the 

up-stage cyclorama became an accompanying contemporary lens through 

which to view the action of the play. The live performance of the actors 

influenced the projections which, in turn, commented on and framed the 

action; affecting how it was viewed by the audience. Therefore, it can be 

seen that the performance-text created an intermedial theatre performance, 

as characterised by Chiel Kattenbelt. The use of projections, along with the 

characters’ active social media accounts, sought to acknowledge the almost 

labyrinthine way that information is absorbed via different media platforms 

in contemporary society. In a bid to both facilitate the audience’s connection 

to the play and encourage them to interpret the discussions of the play in 

relation to contemporary society, my directorial intent was for the on-screen 

projections to provide a humour driven-commentary of the live 

performance. This commentary, drawing upon internet culture, was in 

keeping with the tone of the play-text as a social satire. 

A lack of familiarity with intermedial theatre was conveyed within 

the received feedback, with over half of the respondents indicating they had 

not previously heard of the term (Smith). Several supplied answers to the 

question “What are your feelings on how technology was utilised during the 

show, e.g. the projected images?”, presented a sense of relief that the use of 

technology within the production had not been over-powering; thereby 

exposing a preconceived fear that this could have been the case (Smith). 

Two audience members explicitly commented that they were sceptical about 

how technology would be employed within the production (Smith), with one 

respondent writing: 
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I had read that this was to be used + thought it would distract 

from the story however I really liked it – found it added to 

the flow + spirit of the whole production (Smith) 

 

While there was some negative criticism regarding the employment 

of the projections, as discussed in the ‘design of scenography’ section of this 

chapter, overall the audience’s response to the performance style of 

intermedial theatre and the use of technology within the production, was 

predominantly positive.  A recurring positive comment was that the use of 

technology complemented the play and gave a contemporary view of the 

narrative. One respondent wrote: “The brief video footage connected us 

instantly to our time – it gave gravity + reality to the drama”.(Smith) 

Specific projections, referenced within the feedback as being noteworthy 

included  

 the monetary conversions (exemplified in fig. 3.2 - 3.4);  

 “Silly poor people, money is for rich people” meme (fig 3.5) ;  

 ‘hear no evil, see no evil, speak no evil’ images (fig 3.18 and fig. 

3.19) ; and 

  “You Live on Sweat” meme (fig. 3.11)  

(Smith) 

  Again, as the core aim of the thesis was to highlight the relevance of 

Shaw’s plays to current society, the production sought to present the play as 

a piece of political theatre; containing discussions applicable to 

contemporary social concerns. Therefore, during the aftermath period, I was 

interested in the insight that the feedback could provide, regarding whether 

the socio-political discussions of the play had resonated with the audience. 

Within the supplied feedback, in answer to how relevant the respondents felt 

the play was on a scale from 1 to 10 (1 being extremely irrelevant and 10 

being extremely relevant), the range of numbers indicated was between 5 to 

10, with the mean number being 8 (Smith). From this it can be understood 

that the audience collectively deemed the production relevant to 

contemporary society.  
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In answering if there was anything that surprised them about the 

production, four respondents indicated surprise at the extent to which the 

action of the play was applicable to current society (Smith). One respondent 

answered: “It made me think “Where am I in the spectrum”? rich and poor 

and how do I treat people” (Smith). I found this answer particularly 

interesting as it points to the audience member being driven to a politically 

conscious state during the performance, as described by Brecht; a specific 

goal of epic theatre, as discussed within the previous chapter. 

 The received feedback demonstrates that the aim to link specific 

social concerns of the plays to their current manifestations through 

performance, translated to the audience. Commenting on specific aspects of 

the play that they felt to be relevant to contemporary society, respondents 

referenced money matters; the distribution of wealth and the wealth gap; 

labour exploitation; the “Muslim connection” and the Arab Spring; domestic 

violence towards women and men; ruthlessness and immorality regarding 

monetary accumulation (Smith). When asked whether, or not, the 

production had brought to their mind any current national or global new 

stories, thirty-four, out of thirty-five respondents to the question, answered 

affirmatively, with many respondents referencing multiple current affairs 

topics within their answers (Smith). The most frequently recurring topics 

(i.e. cited by two or more respondents) included 

 labour exploitation;  

 the super-rich and wealth accumulation;  

 tax evasion by the rich;  

 the money divide and financial inequality;  

 global poverty; and 

 the link between money and power  

(Smith)  

Specific current affairs mentioned within the answers given included 

the refugee migrant crisis; Trump and the U.S. presidential election; the 

Paradise Papers; banking scandals; and the homelessness crisis (Smith). One 

respondent wrote: 
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Resonates very strongly regarding bank scandals, offshore accounts 

of wealthy etc. Also the masses following Trump in bewildered 

fascination [sic] felt like the sweatshop owners + the hoteliers 

following the millionairess. She had Trump’s ego (Smith) 

 

In their editorial to the 2016 SHAW journal (issue 1), Nelson 

O’Ceallaigh Ritschel and Audrey McNamara assert that as we in current 

society “move through the twenty-first century, and perhaps under the threat 

of capitalism without democracy, Shaw’s views on money are as relevant 

today as they were during his long career.” (8) In consideration of this view 

and the audience’s reaction to the project’s intermedial theatre production of 

the play, there is a need for increased critical discussion and production of 

The Millionairess using contemporary approaches.   
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Conclusion 

 

In an interview with Anne Weber, US playwright and screen writer 

Tony Kushner asserted that one burden held by the playwright is that, in 

composing a dramatic work, they are creating “a text that is both a score for 

a kinetic event and a literary text” (58). Writing in 2003, Marvin Carlson 

went as far as to assert: 

 

While the dramatic text has traditionally been considered a kind of 

founding element of theatre, that text does not in fact become theatre 

until it is embodied by an actor and presented to an audience (52). 

 

Although Shavian studies boasts a substantial lineage of scholarship, 

within it, Shaw's play-texts are largely addressed as pieces of completed 

dramatic literature, social constructs derived from the socio-political 

circumstances of the periods in which they were created. By approaching 

Shaw's play texts as scores or prompts for performances, this thesis 

embraces the fact that Shaw composed his plays intending for them to be 

staged and performed.  

Directly addressing social concerns, Shaw penned political theatre 

that challenged the operation of his society and promoted social reform. In 

his article “The Play of Ideas”, published in the New Statesman just six 

months prior to his death, Shaw, noting that his own plays were backed by 

ideas, asserted that “the quality of a play is the quality of its ideas” (Shaw on 

Theatre 290). While it is true that Shaw created his works in reaction to 

specific socio-political issues of his time, and that society has seen 

significant developments since his playwriting career came to an end, the 

ideas and discussions of his plays remain currently relevant. This is due to 

the continued prevalence of the social concerns addressed by Shaw in 

contemporary society, and the dialectic and broad-ranged manner with 

which Shaw addressed these issues; making Shaw’s plays enduring pieces 

of vital political theatre. 
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Utilising Robin Nelson's PaR model and Richard Schechner’s 

performance process model, the thesis project sought to  

 highlight the immediate political relevance of the play texts,  

 address possible audience preconceptions of Shaw’s dramatic works,  

 facilitate a contemporary reading of the plays, and  

 connect the social issues addressed within the plays to their current 

forms in contemporary society.  

 

Social issues focused upon during the performance processes of the 

projects and explored studio work with the casts, included  

 national identity  

 war  

 the performance of identity 

 the position and role of women in society 

 race representation and racial prejudice 

 class and social prejudice 

 the culture surrounding wealth in society  

 exploitation of the vulnerable  

During each project, feedback was collected from the audiences of 

the public performances via written questionnaires. This feedback was 

analysed and considered when reflecting upon the created performances 

during the aftermath period of the projects. 

The first PaR project conducted, as discussed in chapter 1, saw the 

creation and staging of a site-specific production of O’Flaherty V.C. in 

Coole Park, County Galway, in August 2016. The second PaR project, 

analysed in chapter 2, centred on the creation and staging of an epic theatre 

performance of Shaw’s most prolific play, Pygmalion, in November 2016. 

Finally, the third PaR project, detailed in chapter 3, saw the creation and 

staging of an intermedial theatre production of The Millionairess, in 

November 2017. 
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As discussed within the introduction, the corner stone of Nelson’s 

PaR model is intelligent practice; which sees a cyclical relationship between 

what he terms ‘Know-that’, ‘Know-how’, and ‘Know-what’; effectively 

mobilised through regular critical reflection of practice (40–47). As the 

creation of a theatrical production is a multi-faceted and collaborative 

endeavour, it requires engaging in several tasks simultaneously; the efforts 

of which eventually come together to form the created production. For this 

reason, I found the aftermath stage of the performance process a crucial 

point from which to look back over the tasks engaged in during the 

preceding stages and see how these tasks influenced each other. 

While I engaged in critical reflection within each stage of the 

performance process, the critical reflection enacted during aftermath stages 

of each project proved particularly fruitful in terms of gaining insights into 

the play-texts and practical work conducted within the studio sessions. It 

was from having explored Shaw’s use of humour and tonal shifts in relation 

to the character of Dolittle within Pygmalion during the second project, that 

I recognised Shaw to be using humour in a comparable manner in The 

Millionairess within his addressing of domestic violence. I gained this 

insight during the aftermath of the third project when analysing the audience 

reaction to the public performances. Importantly, I continued to reflect 

critically on each stage of the performance processes of each PaR project, 

over the course of the entire thesis project. As discussed in chapter 1, it was 

during the aftermath stage of the third project that I determined that the 

representation of gender had not been adequately explored within the site-

specific performance O’Flaherty V.C.. This led me to re-examine the 

representation of gender within the play and form a new interpretation of 

Shaw’s characterisation of Tessie and Mrs O’Flaherty.  

 Within each project the fields of research with which I 

engaged widened in response to the social issues addressed within the plays 

and the performance styles with which I was experimenting. As shown in 

chapter 1, when creating the site-specific performance of O’Flaherty V.C. 

my research expanded from the history of Coole Park and nationalism into 

the field of cultural heritage tourism and memory. Within the second project 
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my investigation into the social perspectives put forward by Shaw’s Fabel 

of Pygmalion led me to explore contemporary feminist theories and the 

social positioning of Irish Travellers in contemporary Ireland. My 

undertaking to create an intermedial theatre production of The Millionairess 

led to my exploration of media studies scholarship and current internet 

culture. Moreover, my exploration of the social issues addressed by Shaw 

within the play led me to explore race relations in inter-war Britain, the 

contemporary fast-fashion industry, the state of the women’s movement in 

the 1930s, and the global wealth divide. 

Robin Nelson notes that while PaR projects in the arts do not usually 

generate definitive answers, they can lead to substantial insights (30). 

Through the investigation of Shaw’s plays through practice, new insights 

into the play-texts were generated and consideration was given to how the 

plays could be received over time, in light of cultural shifts in thought. 

Moreover, as outlined in the chapters the collected audience feedback 

provides an insight into the audience’s reception of the presented 

performances, as well as conceptions of Shaw and his works.  

Outlining and analysing the performance process of each project, 

this thesis contributes to Shavian studies, directing theory, performance 

studies, and Irish studies. I will outline these contributions in the following 

sections. 

 

Performance Studies    

  In her introduction to The Cambridge Companion to Performance 

Studies, Tracy Davis writes that “experiential knowledge is the cornerstone 

of performance studies” (i-xi). By exploring the staging of Shaw’s canonical 

plays for contemporary audiences through practice, this PaR thesis is a 

considerable contribution to performance studies; especially in the areas of 

performance processes and directing theory. 
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(i) Directing Theory 

Within his article, “Rules for Directors”, published a year before his 

death, Shaw surmised that the playwright’s job is to tell a good story, and 

the director’s job is to “get it across” (Shaw on Theatre 289). In his body of 

plays Shaw has left us with a wealth of good stories; immediately relevant 

works aimed at promoting positive social reform. This thesis explored how 

to furnish Shaw’s plays forth for, or “get them across” to, contemporary 

audiences, by experimenting with diverse directing and staging practices. 

The core directorial objective within each project was to develop and test 

strategies that would make the play accessible to the audience, while also 

connecting the ideas and discussions of the plays to the contemporary 

manifestation of the social issues they address.  

Within the first PaR project, detailed in chapter 1, I created and 

staged a site-specific production of Shaw's 1915 play O'Flaherty V.C., 

following Mike Pearson’s theoretical framework of site-specific theatre. As 

discussed within the chapter, Pearson’s framework is concerned with the 

conceptual archaeology of the site; composed of the layers of meaning 

already embedded within the host site, and that which can be brought to the 

site by the ghost performance. Aiming to draw on the semiotic meaning of 

the affective presence of the absent Coole House during the performance, an 

early directorial decision was to stage the performance of O'Flaherty V.C. in 

front of the Coole House foundation plinth. The conducted studio sessions 

were therefore centred on producing a site-specific performance of 

O’Flaherty V.C. at the Coole House foundation plinth, for a contemporary 

audience in 2016. 

Notably, within his theory, Pearson does not detail specific directing 

practices or rehearsal techniques. Therefore, during the project I was 

required to devise my own working methods when conducting the studio 

sessions with the cast of four actors. As the studio sessions were not held on 

the site of Coole Park (due to budget constraints and the unpredictability of 

Irish weather), I employed methods to keep the site at the centre of the 

creative process. As discussed in chapter 1, for each studio session an ever 

expanding collage of text and images was fixed to the wall of the studio 
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room; with thematically relevant pieces of text and images being added to 

the collage over the course of the studio sessions. One such item was a letter 

sent from Shaw to Lady Gregory on her on Robert’s death in the war. This 

letter connects the First World War, Shaw, Coole, and the play. Conducting 

one studio session outside in the open air, on NUI Galway campus, I led the 

cast in a reading of Yeats’s seven poems concerning Coole Park. The aim of 

this exercise was to give the actors a sense of the literary heritage of Coole, 

while evoking the atmosphere of the site. After rehearsing the created site-

specific performance at house foundation plinth before the official public 

performance, the cast and I visited the visitor’s museum at Coole as a group. 

Here, we watched the recorded video of Shaw on the lawn of Coole House 

and visited the recreated Coole House nursery, as described in chapter 1. 

During the conducted studio sessions, I drew upon the directing and 

acting theory of Brigid Panet. Utilising Panet’s acting exercises, I led the 

cast in exploring the theme of class within O’Flaherty V.C., and aided 

them in their representation of the multiple status shifts which occur 

throughout the play-text. Over the course of the studio sessions, I regularly 

led the cast in discussions on the relevance of the play to current national 

and international events. Such events included the release of the Chilcot 

Report and the Brexit Referendum.   

While directing the epic theatre production of Pygmalion during the 

second project, documented in chapter 2, I drew heavily from the theory of 

post-Brechtian scholar David Barnett. Applying Barnett’s theory of Brecht’s 

methodology, I approached Brecht's epic theatre not as a set of theatrical 

devices, but as an ideological method geared towards achieving social 

reform. Guided by Barnett, I focused on achieving the objectives of epic 

theatre; working towards creating a production of Pygmalion that would 

create the Verfremdunseffekt and promote a politically conscious audience. 

Although in the 1916 preface to Pygmalion Shaw lauded the play as 

extremely didactic, it can be seen that the play is more dialectic than 

instructive. Shaw's Pygmalion presents a definite social interpretation of the 

ancient myth that is far more nuanced than a moralistic Aesopian fable. 

Drawing upon Barnett’s theory, I identified the sociologically centred 
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variations to the myth of Pygmalion, seen within Shaw’s retelling of the 

narrative, as the core elements of the play’s Brechtian Fabel. Within the 

studio sessions I experimented with ways of communicating Shaw's Fabel 

of the myth Pygmalion, as presented within his play, in a manner that 

connected the ideas and discussions of the play to the current condition of 

the social issues they address. Identifying the social concerns of the Fabel as 

the objectification of women, social prejudice, fetishization of wealth and 

materialism, and the exploitation of the vulnerable in society, I worked 

towards emphasising the play's addressing of these issues through 

performance.  

Seeking to connect the play’s discussion of social prejudice to 

contemporary Irish society, I made the decision for Eliza and Alfred 

Doolittle to assume Irish Traveller accents, within the performance.  By 

employing this accent change, I was not attempting to present the situation 

of contemporary Irish Travellers as identical to that of London Cockneys in 

the early 20th century. Rather, I was attempting to make a broad comparison 

of the two groups as disadvantaged and indigenous factions of society, who 

face discrimination and ethnocentrism.  

As discussed in chapter 2, this decision had a significant impact 

upon the performance of the play. Firstly, it served to effect the comedy of 

the dialogue, especially that contained within Act 3, during which Eliza 

assumed an affected South County Dublin accent, instead of the well-to-do 

British accent usually employed in performances of the play. A further 

impact of the decision was that it rendered Eliza’s line, where she declares 

her awe of the bathroom at Wimpole Street in Act II, problematic. The 

line’s original function   a comment on the need for domestic sanitation 

among the poor   would, I anticipated, be lost on a contemporary audience. 

This being the case, I feared that if spoken by Eliza in an Irish Traveller 

accent, the line risked compounding anti-Traveller prejudice. This was 

owing to the insidious slur against Travellers as being unhygienic and dirty. 

For this reason, I opted to omit the line from the created epic theatre 

performance. 
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While creating the intermedial theatre production of The 

Millionairess, as detailed in chapter 3, I followed the directing practices of 

Katie Mitchell. In his introduction to Mitchell’s book, The Director’s Craft: 

A Handbook for the Theatre, Nicholas Hytner articulates Katie Mitchell’s 

productions as being “the consequence both of profound thought and 

ferocious attention to detail” (Hytner xi). Calling for extensive textual 

analysis and contextual research, Mitchell's method as presented in her book 

is regimented and labour-intensive. 

 Following Mitchell's practice, the first stage of rehearsals 

(approximately forty-percent of the given rehearsal period) was spent 

conducting contextual research and leading the cast in a close analysis of the 

play-text (Mitchell 143-156). Through this investigation of the text and the 

cultural context of its setting, the cast built a clear understanding of the 

world of the play and their characters. However, this form of ‘around the 

table’ textual analysis was a new practice for several of the volunteer actors 

with whom I was working, and a number of them appeared to find it 

challenging and arduous. When putting the play on its feet during the 

second stage of the rehearsal period, a number of the actors did not feel 

comfortable improvising their scenes without the text, as advocated by 

Mitchell (174-175). This was especially the case for the two older actors 

playing the Man and the Woman. The resistance to this practice was so 

strong that I had little choice but to forego the exercise and allow the actors 

to consult the play-text, throughout the process of blocking the scene.  

Within the created performance the realistic acting style generated 

from Mitchell’s directing method was juxtaposed with a constant on-screen 

commentary of the play’s narrative, which sought to impose a definite 

contemporary interpretation of the play-text and highlight the 

unconventional form of the play.  

Within each project, the actors with whom I was working had a 

significant impact on the creative process of generating the productions. The 

discussions concerning current affairs and how they related to the themes of 

the play which I led the cast in during the first PaR project, were informed 

by the interests and experiences of the individual cast members. While the 
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actors playing Tessie and O’Flaherty were both under the age of 25 and 

native to Galway, the actors playing Sir Pearce and Mrs O’Flaherty was 

considerably older and from the UK and the US respectively. Also the actor 

playing Sir Pearce had spent a number of years living in China. Within the 

second project the actors’ varying knowledge and understanding of Brecht 

affected the manner in which cast members embraced the studio work 

during the studio sessions. As discussed within chapter 3, during the third 

project I found the actor playing the Egyptian doctor to be the only cast 

member interested in the design of the technological elements that were to 

be employed, therefore he had more input into this aspect of the 

performance than the other actors. 

Employing intelligent practice, as characterised by Nelson (40-47), 

when planning and conducting the studio work of each project, I reused 

exercises from one project to the next that the actors had found beneficial 

and stimulating. Due to the actors’ positive response to Panet’s practical 

exercises during the first PaR project, I again drew upon Panet’s exercises 

within the studio sessions of the subsequent two projects. One aspect of 

implementing her acting techniques that the actors found difficult during our 

creation of the epic theatre Pygmalion, which Panet herself cites as 

challenging for student actors, was overcoming learned social behaviours; 

particularly those surrounding eye contact (Panet 84).  The actor playing 

Higgins found it challenging not to look at the actor playing Eliza when 

giving his lines and to run his gaze dismissively over her as directed.  

As described in chapter 2, when leading the cast of the epic theatre 

Pygmalion in forming their character Gestus, I devised studio exercises 

based on Laban’s four factors of movement: weight, time, space, and flow. I 

then employed similar exercises within the third project to aid the cast in 

developing the physicality of their characters. 

 

Complementary materials 

One prominent aspect of the created performances, influenced by my 

employment of intelligent practice, was the directorial decision to provide 
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complimentary show programmes containing complementary materials to 

the audiences of each public production. 

Within his theory of the performance process, Richard Schechner 

describes the proto-performance as a pretext which can be thought of as 

“something that not only comes before the performance but is also a 

strategy of concealing from the audience significant portions of the 

performance process.” (191). Engaging with this idea during the first PaR 

project, I determined that the provision of an insight into the performance 

pretext could aid the audience’s understanding of the created performance 

and its intent. I therefore experimented with exposing the pretext of the 

proto-performance period of the project via the creation of a show 

programme to accompany the site-specific production of O’Flaherty V.C..  

Containing a number of items which had been part of the studio-

room collage, the programme included  

 a photograph of Coole House circa 1900;  

 a photograph of Coole House foundation plinth in 2016;  

 Shaw's preface to the play (written post 1916);  

 a timeline from 1914 to 1917 (focusing on WWI, the Irish nationalist 

movement, and Shaw’s production of the play);  

 Ledwidge’s poem “Soliloquy”; and 

 three army recruitment images (two WWI Irish recruitment posters, 

and one current Irish army recruitment image).  

 

Providing an insight into topics that had influenced the studio work, 

the programme aimed to encourage the audience to view the performance in 

the context of the 1916 centenary commemorations, while considering the 

play’s discussion of war in a contemporary context. Of the twenty-three 

respondents who indicated that they had received a programme for the site-

specific performance of O’Flaherty V.C., eleven reported finding the 

programme necessary and eight reported finding it interesting;
32

 while no 

respondents indicated that they had found it either unnecessary or 

                                                             
32 This includes two respondents who indicated finding the programme both necessary and 

interesting. 
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uninteresting (Smith “Site-Specific Performance of O’Flaherty V.C. 

Audience Feedback Questionnaire”).  

Following this positive response to the programme, I decided to 

provide complimentary show programmes for the public performances of 

the following two projects. Again, these programmes aimed to encourage 

the audience’s receptivity to the created performances by informing them of 

the creative intent behind the production. The complimentary programme 

accompanying the epic theatre Pygmalion contained an article from The 

Irish Times detailing a UK Traveller organisation’s court case against 

Ofcom’s allowance of the television programme My Big Fat Gypsy 

Wedding, as well as excerpts from The Diana Chronicles by Tina Brown. 

These articles were accompanied by thematically relevant quotes from Act 

II and Act IV of the play-text.
33

  

For the third project, to communicate Shaw’s authorial intent behind 

the often criticised The Millionairess, the created complimentary 

programme given to audience members of the intermedial production 

included excerpts from Shaw's preface to the play, “Preface on Bosses” 

(Plays Extravagant 217-244). Further to the programme, the opening lines 

of the preface were projected on-screen as the audience entered the 

auditorium and “For the Love of Money”, by the O'Jays played across the 

sound system.  

 An important feature of the complimentary programmes was that 

they were carefully curated. Although wishing to provide an insight into 

Shaw’s authorial intent and the context within which he created O’Flaherty 

V.C. and The Millionaires, I was conscious that I did not want to include so 

much contextual material within the programme that it overloaded the 

audience with information or discouraged them from reading it altogether.  

I also determined that it would be impossible and futile to attempt to 

translate every intended meaning and cultural reference employed by Shaw 

in the three plays within the created performances.  For example, within The 

Millionairess Shaw specifies that Alastair was, when Epifania met him, an 

                                                             
33 The Included quotes were: “I have feelings the same as anyone else”, Act II (226) and 

“All I want to know is whether anything belongs to me”, Act IV (266). 
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amateur boxing and tennis champion. It can be noted that, in the early 

twentieth century there was a significant amount of elitism attached to 

amateur sports in Britain. John Maellea writes how in the sporting world of 

Victorian England, the term ‘amateur’ was equated with that of ‘gentleman’ 

(189). Asserting that 1910s and 1920s were the “golden age of the amateur 

ideal”, David Brooks writes “[…] the amateur code was elitist. It was 

designed to separate the affluent sports from the working-class sports, to 

create a refined arena that only the well bred could enter.” 

By specifically having Alastair as an amateur athlete, Shaw was 

communicating his gentlemanly elitism to the audience.
34

 As this cultural 

attitude towards amateur sports is no longer observed, I assumed when 

creating the intermedial production of The Millionairess that this intended 

meaning behind Alastair’s status as an amateur sporting champion would be 

lost on our prospective audience. Despite this however, I decided not to 

attempt to communicate the cultural associations of amateur sports through 

the performance, as I felt the audience did not need to understand this 

cultural reference to appreciate the socio-political discussions of the play. In 

contrast I determined that the monetary figures referenced within the play 

needed to be converted to their contemporary values, to facilitate the 

audience’s understanding of Shaw’s discussion of wealth within the play, as 

discussed in chapter 3. 

 

Semiotic-centred approach 

As demonstrated within the thesis, a semiotic-focused approach was 

favoured during the performance processes of each PaR project. This 

approach stemmed from both my identification of Shaw’s use of the 

prescribed stage scenography to contribute meaning to the plays, and my 

own preferred visually conscious directing style. As a result, it can be noted 

that many of the strategies and techniques developed and tested within the 

projects centred on creating semiotic impact within the performances. 

                                                             
34 This interpretation of Alastair’s characterisation as an amateur athlete was formed during 

the first phase of rehearsals, when the actor playing Adrian brought this early twentieth-

century cultural attitude towards amateur sports to light. 
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Indeed, all of the created performances sought to evoke visually the 

discussions of the plays in contemporary contexts.  

Within the created performance of O’Flaherty V.C., the semiotic 

meaning of the absent Coole House was a key element of the performance. 

Moreover, scenography imposed on the host site sought to  

 create a liminal performance space;  

 evoke Gregory and Yeats’s Cathleen Ní Houlihan; and 

 situate the performance in the context of the 1916 centenary 

commemorations.  

Notably, while creating the epic theatre production of Pygmalion 

and intermedial production of The Millionairess, I wielded a greater control 

over the aesthetics of the performances than I had in the first project. This 

fact influenced my decision to impose a strong interpretation of these plays 

via the design of the scenography within the second and third prductions. 

Key strategies seeking to provide semiotic meaning to the epic theatre 

performance of Pygmalion, included the incorporation of anachronistic 

posters into the set design, the incorporation of Gestus character, the 

incorporation of Gestic moments and sequences, and scenographic time 

jumps. The anachronistic images incorporated into the set design had 

multiple functions: 

 to alert the audience to the creative thinking behind the performance; 

 to encourage the audience to consider the wider social issues 

addressed by the play, in a contemporary context; and 

 to foster a liminal space onstage; akin to that achieved in the 

performance of O’Flaherty V.C.. 

As detailed in chapter 3, an abundance of images was employed 

within the intermedial theatre production of The Millionairess. Seeking to 

connect the social issues addressed within the play visually to their current 

manifestations, the on-screen projections  

 referenced current political affairs,  

 emphasised lines of text,  

 intimated character histories and subtext,  
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 evoked contemporary humour, and  

 drew attention to the unconventional form of the play.  

As discussed in chapter 1, Shaw's prescribed props and costumes in 

O’Flaherty V.C., especially the British WWI uniforms and newspaper, had a 

greater semiotic impact on the play in performance than I had anticipated. 

Following this, I paid close attention to the scenographic specifications of 

the plays during the subsequent PaR projects; my interpretation of the plays 

and design of the scenography, within the final two PaR projects, were 

heavily influenced by a semiotic reading of Shaw’s setting instructions.  

Although I did not follow Shaw's specific stage instructions within 

the created performances of Pygmalion and The Millionairess, my 

perception of their intended meaning influenced my interpretation of the 

play-texts, which was reflected in the set-design of the created productions. 

For example, though it is not addressed in the dialogue of either play, in 

both Pygmalion and The Millionairess Shaw uses the scenography to 

comment on the cultural appropriation of the East by members of ‘high 

society’ in the West. This is seen in Pygmalion via the Japanese dresses lent 

to Eliza by Higgins (232) and in the specified oriental rugs adorning the 

Cardinal’s Hat hotel, within The Millionairess (297). The latter prompted 

me to include a gold Buddha head in the stage setting of Act IV of The 

Millionairess. 

The detailing and analyses of the directing practices employed over 

the course of the three PaR projects, contained within the three chapters, 

aimed to further research on directing practice and theory. The projects 

could be used as models or reference points for future directing PaR 

projects, or consulted as case studies within future academic research. 
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(ii) Performance Processes Theory 

Following Robin Nelson’s PaR method, during each project I 

employed a praxis of theory imbricated within practice (5). Over the course 

of the three PaR projects, I engaged and experimented with the performance 

theories of:  

 Marvin Carlson  

 Mike Pearson 

 Fiona Wilkie 

 David Barnett 

 Elin Diamond 

 Chiel Kattenbelt 

 Robin Nelson 

 Andy Lavender 

Through its detailing and discussion of the praxis employed within 

each project, the thesis builds upon the performance theory of these scholars 

and adds to the performance-studies scholarship concerned with the 

performance styles of site-specific theatre, epic theatre, and intermedial 

theatre. 

Within his book Site-Specific Performance, Pearson discusses the 

aesthetics of site-specific performance and the practice of imposing 

scenography on to a site (112-119). Engaging with Pearson's theory of site-

specific theatre within the first PaR project, I experimented with imposing 

anachronistic scenography onto the host site during performance. This saw 

the creation of a specific route through a wooded area, which the audience 

were encouraged to take to the foundation plinth playing-space. Along the 

route, WWI Irish recruitment posters hung from the trees and two  copies of 

the 1916 Declaration of Independence flanked the stone steps to the 

performance area. Here, an actor posed with a large golden harp 

representing the literary figure of Cathleen Ní Houlihan, the female 

embodiment of Ireland. This created scene sought to foreshadow the 

discussion of nationalism and national identity within O'Flaherty V.C.; 

highlight the play's evocation of Cathleen Ní Houlihan as a thematic 
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connection between the site and the play; and frame the performance in the 

context of the 1916 centenary commemorations.  

Following this, undisguised anachronistic set-pieces were used to 

foster the creation of a liminal space at the Coole House foundation plinth, 

where the era of the play (1915) and the present moment (2016) co-existed. 

During the performance, a contemporary The Irish Times newspaper was 

utilised to encourage the audience to consider Shaw’s discussion of the 

media in the play in relation to its role in contemporary society. Engaging 

with Fiona Wilkie’s seminal study on site-specific theatre, "Mapping the 

Terrain: a Survey of Site-Specific performance in Britain", chapter 1 

considers the site-community of Coole Park and the classification of the 

created performance, as site-specific (147-154). 

Within each PaR project I engaged and experimented with Marvin 

Carlson's theory of theatre and memory. Experimenting with Carlson's 

theory of the haunted body within the first project, I made the decision to 

have the actor playing Tessie first assume the role of female Ireland, or 

Cathleen Ní Houlihan.  During the performance of the play-text, the actor’s 

playing of Tessie was thus haunted by this earlier role. This served to 

highlight Shaw's subversion of Yeats and Gregory's seminal play, and added 

significance to O'Flaherty's denouncement of Tessie; with O’Flaherty’s 

rejection of Tessie as a “covetous sthreal”, (222) within the performance, 

effectively signalling his denouncement of idealised Ireland and Irish 

nationalism as a whole. 

Owing to Pygmalion being Shaw’s most famous work, I was 

conscious when embarking on the second PaR project that the prospective 

audience would have strong preconceptions and expectations of the 

play. Drawing upon Carlson’s theory concerning the role that actors and 

popular productions have upon the process of theatre recycling and audience 

reception, (66) I further anticipated that Pygmalion’s musical adaptation, My 

Fair Lady, would be an influencing factor in any held preconceptions. 

Therefore, to encourage the audience to consider the potential influence this 

association may have on their receiving of the epic theatre performance, I 

endeavoured to draw attention to the play’s association to My Fair Lady 
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through the scenography of the performance. To this end, I included an A1 

poster of Audrey Hepburn, star of the 1967 cinematic version of My Fair 

Lady, among the on-set images. Also, the songs “Wouldn’t it be Loverly” 

and “Just You Wait”, from My Fair Lady, played during the interval of the 

public performances (Lerner and Lowe).  

Finally, as stated in chapter 3, I engaged with Marvin Carlson's 

theory regarding genre and an audiences' horizon of expectations, while 

examining the form of The Millionairess. Through this exposition of 

practice, the thesis showcases the applicability of Carlson's theory of theatre 

and memory, to practical theatre production. 

As stated, while creating the epic theatre production of Pygmalion, I 

experimented with applying Brechtian techniques to the play with a view to 

highlighting the social message of the Fabel in performance. Drawing on 

the post-Brechtian theory of David Barnett and Ellen Diamond, a significant 

portion of the studio work conducted focused on realising, through 

performance, the two predominant interpretations of the Brechtian Gestus. 

These interpretations being Gestus as the demonstration of the character's 

social position and perspective via the actor’s physicality (Gestus character) 

and the Gestus as an action or series of actions that reveal a key social 

attitude or perspective of the narrative (Gestus moment or Gestus sequence).  

Building upon the theory of David Barnett through practice, I led the 

cast of nine actors in creating their individual character Gestus. Studio work 

focused on incorporating Gestic moments and Gestic sequences, within the 

created performance, began with highlighting those which I identified as 

already existing within the play-text, i.e. the Gestic moment of Higgins 

giving Eliza coins in Act 1, and the Gestic sequence of Higgins’ eating and 

disposing of an apple in Act IV.  

Building upon the post-Brechtian feminist scholarship of Elin 

Diamond, I worked with the cast during the studio sessions to create 

feminist Gests. From this studio work, a feminist Gestic moment and two 

feminist Gestic sequences were created and incorporated into the 

performance. The feminist Gestic moment occurred in Act III and saw 
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Colonel Pickering pat Mrs Higgins on the head on his line “don't you worry 

about her” (258). The created inter-act feminist Gestic sequences of Eliza’s 

transformation and the ‘Freedom Trash Can’ sequence occurred between 

Act II and III, and Act IV and V respectively. Both sequences sought to 

highlight the narrative’s engagement with the issues of the objectification of 

women and the exploitation of the vulnerable. Exploring Shaw’s use of 

humour to promote critical reflection among the audience during 

Pygmalion, chapter 2 also engages with the theatre theory of Eric 

Weiz  regarding humour and Performance.  

Contributing to the growing discourse on intermedial performance 

and intermedial arts practices, the third PaR project, as detailed in chapter 3, 

builds upon existing theory within the fields of performance studies and 

media-studies. While creating the intermedial production of The 

Millionairess, I followed Chiel Kattenbelt’s conceptualisation of 

intermediate performance
35

 which aligns with the inter-relational model of 

intermediate performance, as described by Andy Lavender (133). Building 

upon the theory of Kattenbelt and Lavender through practice, the project 

sought to create a performance in which the employed mediums influenced 

and referenced each other yet remained distinct.  

Exploring current internet culture during the project, I engaged with 

media-studies theories and theories concerning both online humour and 

humour in performance. For this I consulted and built on the scholarship of 

Patrik Lonergan, Jonathan Zittrain, Anges Veszelski, Eric Weiz, and 

Xinyuan Wang. Within the created intermedial production, the actors’ 

onstage performance of the play, accompanied by the on-screen 

commentary, created a hybrid performance of the play to be received and 

translated by the audience. Owing to the use of memes, hashtags, and pop-

culture and political references throughout the performance, the created 

intermedial production was very much of the specific cultural moment in 

which it was created and performed. 

                                                             
35 As defined in his 2008 article “Intermediality in Theatre and Performance: Definitions 

Perceptions and Medial Relationships”. 
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As discussed in chapter 3, the feedback received in response to the 

intermedial performance revealed an anxiety concerning the employment of 

multi-media technology within performance; with several respondents 

implying they were relieved that the production’s use of technology had not 

been over-powering (Smith “Intermedial Theatre Production of The 

Millionairess Audience Feedback Questionnaire”). 

Within each project I encountered some resistance from the cast 

regarding the performance styles with which I was experimenting. This, I 

believe, was largely due to the actors not being formally trained, and having 

little experience of experimental play production. During the first PaR 

project one actor disagreed with my decision to stage the site-specific 

performance in front of the Coole House foundation plinth (instead of on 

top of it), and two of the actors disagreed with utilising an anachronistic 

newspaper as a prop within the created performance.   

Within the studio sessions of the second project, one of the actors 

disagreed with my approach towards Brecht's method, feeling that (due to 

his prior experience) the performance style demanded more affected and 

stylised movements than we were employing. Also, within this project some 

of the cast resisted the practice of privileging the communication of the 

ideas of the Fabel over communicating the narrative and entertaining the 

audience.  

During the process of creating the intermedial theatre production of 

The Millionairess one actor found the introduction of the sound effects and 

projections in the technical rehearsals quite jarring. Finding them intrusive, 

he believed they would distract the audience from his performance and at 

points during the production he would say one of his lines over a sound 

effect as if in competition with it.  

 In each of these instances, I explained that my directing and staging 

decisions were based upon the theatre theory with which I was 

experimenting, and insisted that the actors followed my direction.  
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The analysis and documentation of the praxis employed within each 

project, provided within this thesis, is a significant contribution to the field 

of performance studies. The thesis builds upon existing scholarship to 

increase our understanding of performance processes, especially those 

pertaining to site-specific theatre, epic theatre, and intermedial theatre. 

 

Shavian Studies 

Each conducted PaR project built upon and experimented with 

existing Shavian theory, which led to the generation of new insights into the 

plays. The project's approach towards Shaw's plays, as pieces of political 

theatre, builds upon Shavian scholarship focused upon the political nature of 

Shaw's works.
36

 

Within the first PaR project I explored Anthony Roche's 

interpretation of O'Flaherty V.C. as a “comic inversion” of Cathleen Ní 

Houlihan through practice, by visually evoking the character of Cathleen Ní 

Houlihan during the performance (Roche 94). By exploring Shaw's 

O'Flaherty V.C. in relation to the site of Coole Park, the project builds upon 

the journalistic research of Ed Mulhall: specifically, that presented in his 

article “The Lady and the V.C.”, within which he explores the connection 

between Shaw’s O’Flaherty V.C. and Lady Gregory. Similarly, chapter 1 

builds on the scholarship of Lauren Arrington who, in her article “The 

Censorship of O'Flaherty V.C.”, discusses the play’s early production 

history and its engagement with the National Literary Revival.  

As discussed in section 1.8, ‘Challenges’, within Chapter 1, when 

reflecting on the first PaR project after having completed all three projects, I 

determined that the created site-specific performance of O’Faherty V.C. at 

Coole Park did not adequately address the representation of gender within 

the play from either a contemporary perspective or in relation to wider 

society in 1915 Ireland. As an objective of the PaR PhD project as a whole 

                                                             
36 Notable articles within this scholarship include “The Art of Shavian Political Drama”, by 
Richard Nickson and “Cosmopolitan Shaw and the Transformation of the Public Sphere”, 

by Christa Zorn. 
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was to provide a contemporary reading of Shaw’s plays focusing on gender, 

class, and identity, I felt my concentrated focus on the themes of war and 

nationalism throughout the performance process, to the neglect of the 

representation of gender within the play, was a deficiency within the project.  

I therefore decided to return my attention to O’Flaherty V.C., to 

explore the play’s representation of gender with regard to the portrayal of 

women in the context of the position and role of women in 1915 and in 

relation to Shaw’s polemic. Informed by this research and drawing on the 

theory of Terry Phillips, I formed a new interpretation regarding Shaw’s 

characterization of Tessie and Mrs O’Flaherty; that their seemingly selfish 

and mercenary attitudes and behaviours towards O’Flaherty can be read as 

symptomatic of the untenable circumstances they occupy as Irish peasant 

women. As outlined in chapter 1 this new interpretation regarding Shaw’s 

characterization of Tessie and Mrs O’Flaherty has altered my perception of 

the scenes in which they appear in the play. If it were possible to go back 

and direct the site-specific performance again I would alter my direction of 

these scenes to prioritise communicating the subjugated situation of these 

women over enhancing the comedy of the piece. I would also make 

additions to the scenography imposed on the site, in the utilized costumes, 

and in the materials included in the programme; with these additions aiming 

to encourage the audience to reflect on the role and position of women in 

society. 

Within the second PaR project, documented in chapter 2, the 

application of epic theatre to Shaw's Pygmalion, develops upon the theories 

of Lisa Wilde, as presented in her 2006 article “Shaw’s Epic Theatre”, 

and Sadia Riaz et al, in their 2015 article “Comparison between Shaw’s and 

Brecht’s Treatment of Political Consciousness”. 

Arguing that the presentation of the ideas and discussions of Shaw's 

plays should take supremacy over the plot in performance, Wilde broadly 

advocates for a shift away from naturalistic productions of Shaw's plays 

(135-138). By creating productions which sought to emphasise the 

discussions of the plays via the performance styles employed, both the 

second and third PaR projects (the epic theatre production of Pygmalion and 
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the intermediate production of The Millionairess), can be seen to further 

Wilde’s theory. For example, within the created epic theatre production of 

Pygmalion, the express purpose of the Gestic sequences was to highlight the 

wider political discussions raised by the play’s Fabel. Although partly 

inspired by Shaw’s 1941 additional inter-act scenes, the sequences were 

decidedly different to both Shaw’s cinematic additions and the original 

scenes of the 1912 play-text. The created sequences, being void of dialogue 

yet containing anachronistic music and ostentatious props, had a distinctly 

artificial quality. Aiming to create the Verfremdungseffekt in the 

contemporary audience, the sequences were very clearly presented as 

fantastical additions unique to the production.  

Along with building upon the theory of Elin Diamond, the creation 

of the feminist Gestic sequences of Eliza’s transformation and the ‘Freedom 

Trash Can’, engaged with the feminist scholarship of Jane O'Sullivan. 

Within her article “Virtual Metamorphosis Cosmetic and Cybernetic 

Revisions of Pygmalion’s “Living Doll””,  O’Sullivan argues that revisions 

and adaptations of the Pygmalion myth throughout the twentieth century, 

have continuously depicted a real woman being replaced by an idealised, 

fetishized and tamed version of herself.(134) Engaging with O’Sullivan’s 

theory, the creative performance sought to draw attention to this aspect of 

transformation narratives, while subverting the expectation of an elaborate 

aesthetical change and a ‘bettered’ Eliza.  

By exploring Shaw’s original 1912 edition of Pygmalion through 

practice,  the project builds upon the theoretical research of Derek 

McGovern, as presented in his article “From Stage Play to Hybrid: Shaw’s 

Three Editions of Pygmalion” (2011). Here, McGovern discusses how 

Eliza’s assertion to Higgins that Freddie is a suitor of hers is undermined in 

the original text (20). McGovern further explains how Shaw sought to 

strengthen Freddy’s position as a suitor in subsequent editions of the play 

(18). Engaging with McGovern’s research within the project, I 

experimented with ways in which to establish a relationship between 

Freddie and Eliza in the minds of the audience. Within the created epic 

performance, the actor playing Freddie held a large tinsel-covered love-heart 
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prop at the close of Act I, and entered proffering an engagement ring in Act 

V, to signal his availability and validity as a suitor for Eliza.   

Building upon Nicholas Williams’ theory of Pygmalion through 

practice, as discussed in chapter 2, the project experimented with ways in 

which to facilitate the audience’s consideration of the ideas of the play, in 

terms of contemporary society and their own recent histories (160). 

Strategies to achieve this incorporated within the created performance 

included the use of anachronistic images, scenographic time-jumps, and the 

cultivation of a Cinderella motif. The Cinderella motif drew on Walt 

Disney’s depiction of Cinderella, and evoked princess Diana; a fairy-tale 

princess in living cultural memory. The performance sought to utilise this 

motif by visually connecting Eliza’s rejection of her role as Duchess to 

Princess Diana’s transition from Her Royal Highness Princess Diana back to 

Lady Diana Spencer.  

As discussed within chapter 3, aside from Saint Joan (1923), Shaw’s 

later plays have traditionally been considered of less artistic value than his 

earlier works and have, therefore, received significantly less critical 

attention within Shavian studies.   The third PaR project, focused on 

creating an intermedial production of The Millionairess for a contemporary 

audience, contributes to Shavian scholarship written in support of the artistic 

integrity of the later plays.
37

  

Drawing upon Hopwood’s theory pertaining to the extravaganza 

plays, I argue within the chapter that the unconventional form of The 

Millionairess should too be recognised as an artistic reaction to the inter-war 

period. Despite Shaw’s signalling of the play as a satirical parody in the 

preface, (Plays Extravagant 217) scholars and critics continue to treat the 

unconventional form and fantastical content of The Millionairess with 

apprehension. Confronting this situation, the created intermedial 

performance sought to frame the text in a way which presented the 

                                                             
37 Notable works in this area, include “The Achievement of Shaw's Later Plays, 1920-1939” 

by Peter Gahan, “Too True to be Good Prologue to Shaw’s Later Plays”, by Alison 

Hopwood, and “The Art of Shavian Political Drama”, by Richard Nickson. 
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fantastical elements and illogical plot points as integral elements of the play. 

This embracing of the play's unconventional form marks a new venture in 

Shavian scholarship.  

As discussed in chapter 3, the created intermedial theatre production 

saw the monetary figures referenced within the play converted into their 

contemporary euro values and projected on-screen during the performance. 

This element of the performance-text built upon and experimented with the 

ideas of Bernard Dukore, as presented in his article “How 

Much?: Understanding Money in Major Barbara”, through practice.  This 

staging decision also engaged with the theory of Shavian scholar Gustavo 

A. Rodríguez Martín who, in his 2016 article “Bernard Shaw Adjusted for 

Inflation: Evolution of Wealth”, discusses the narrative importance of 

monetary figures in Shaw's plays.  

The thesis as a whole demonstrates the dramaturgical value of 

Shaw’s play prefaces and polemic writings. During the first PaR project I 

consulted Shaw’s “Common Sense About the War”, as I recognised that 

many points that Shaw makes within it can be seen to be dramatized within 

O’Flaherty V.C.. Similarly, Shaw’s characterisation of Epifania and Patricia 

in The Millionairess can be seen to be informed by his thesis concerning 

womanly women and unwomanly women in “The Quintessence of 

Ibsenism”. Within the second PaR project, I utilised Shaw’s epilogue to 

Pygmalion to aid the cast in forming a sense of critical distance from their 

characters.   

The practical investigation of Shaw’s O’Flaherty V.C., Pygmalion, 

and The Millionairess, conducted within the PaR projects, revealed staging 

challenges and generated valuable insights into the plays. The identification 

of these staging challenges and the uncovering of these insights are valuable 

additions to Shavian theory. 

As discussed in chapter 1, the strong semiotic impact of the 

relatively sparse scenography prescribed by Shaw within O’Flaherty V.C. 

became apparent within the site-specific performance. O'Flaherty and Sir 

Pearce's uniforms served to act as constant reminders of the war throughout 
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the play, thereby keeping the theme of war prevalent in the minds of the 

audience, even when it was not being addressed within the dialogue. Also, 

the humour of the play-text could be seen to be greatly magnified in 

performance; especially seen with regard to Mrs O'Flaherty's duplicitous 

behaviour towards Sir Pearce. 

The application of epic theatre techniques to Pygmalion led to the 

identification of what would now be considered inherently Brechtian 

techniques, aimed at creating the V-Effekt, embedded within the play-text. 

Employing a definite social interpretation of the ancient myth of Pygmalion 

as the basis of the play, can be considered as Shaw’s employment of a Fabel 

in the Brechtian sense. Higgins’s throwing of coins to Eliza on the sound of 

the church bells at the end of Act I was identified as a Gestic moment, and 

his eating of an apple and disposal of the core in Act IV (effectively 

mirroring his treatment of Eliza) as a Gestic sequence. As discussed in the 

chapter this suggests that Brecht’s theatre practices were more heavily 

influenced by Shaw’s plays than previously realised; with Shaw’s use of 

these theatrical techniques in Pygmalion in 1912 preceding the start of 

Brecht’s theatrical career by six years. 

The practical investigation of Shaw's The Millionairess, a play 

hitherto overlooked by Shavian scholarship, revealed the play to be a 

complex satire and far-reaching exposition of societal practices. Repeatedly 

undervalued, the play has an unconventional form underpinned by the 

make-up of the world of the play (an altogether heightened version of the 

capitalist society for which Shaw was writing). It is through the character’s 

demonstration of their attitudes and beliefs (as shaped by the world of the 

play), that Shaw shows the disparity between societal conventions and 

enacted behaviours. Through the characters’ continued unwillingness to 

denounce Alistair's past violence, Shaw charges the continuation of 

domestic violence as arising from societal conventions. Through his 

characterisation of the Egyptian doctor, Shaw confronts the prejudices of his 

time concerning the migration of Muslim peoples to Britain in the wake of 

WWI. Addressing gender politics of the time through the divergent 

characters of Epifania and Patricia, the play addresses conceptions of 
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womanhood and the role of women in society; foreshadowing feminist 

thought relating to the performativity of gender. The unconventional form of 

the play did, however, provoke challenges within the project.  

Shaw’s addressing of domestic violence through the play’s 

unconventional form proved problematic during the creative process. As 

discussed within chapter 3, by presenting domestic violence as an accepted 

cultural norm within the heightened world of the play, Shaw effectively 

parodies his society’s handling of domestic violence; charging societal 

convention with its perpetuation. However, I feared Shaw’s intent risked 

being misinterpreted if the audience mistook the characters’ apathy towards 

violence as a symptom of the play being outdated, as opposed to it being a 

product of the plays subversive form. In an effort to convey Shaw’s 

intended message, I sought to frame the apathy displayed by the characters 

to the subject, as being a conscious decision on their part. This was done 

through ‘the three monkeys - hear no evil, see no evil, speak no evil’ 

projections. 

When embarking on the PaR projects, I anticipated prospective 

audiences’ receiving and interpretation of the created performances would 

be informed by the social, cultural, and ethnic diversity of contemporary 

Ireland. One way in which the cultural diversity of contemporary Ireland 

was reflected within the first project, was that the natural US accent of the 

actor playing Mrs O’Flaherty came through during her performance; a fact 

not mentioned within the received feedback.    

However, as covered within chapters 1 and 3, I identified Shaw’s 

addressing of Islam in both O’Flaherty V.C. and The Millionairess, as 

challenging aspects of the text. This was owing to, as discussed in the 

introduction, my anticipation that prospective audiences’ receiving of the 

created performances would be influenced by public discourses concerning 

the representation of race and religion in cultural outputs, prevalent in 

mainstream media. Moreover, I anticipated audiences would have a 

heightened sensitivity towards the representation of Islam in performance; 

due to the widespread occurrence of racial prejudice toward Muslims in the 

twenty-first century, in response to Islamic fundamentalism; following the 
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terrorist attacks in the U.S. on September 11, 2001.
38

 As I was unable to 

locate Shavian scholarship pertaining to Shaw’s reference to Muhammad in 

O'Flaherty V.C., or his portrayal of the Egyptian doctor in The 

Millionairess, I conducted historical research to gain an insight into Shaw's 

possible intent behind both instances. 

From this research, as discussed in chapter 1, I concluded that a 

possible intent of Shaw’s reference to Mohammed within O’Flaherty V.C. 

was to widen the play’s debate on national identity and ideological belief 

systems. Therefore, while I ultimately omitted Shaw’s reference to the 

Islamic prophet within the site-specific performance, out of fear that it could 

potentially provoke a disproportionately strong negative reaction, I opted to 

draw attention to the emendation of the text within the performance. During 

the public site-specific performance, at the point where O’Flaherty 

references Mohammad, a long whistle sounded while the actor playing 

O'Flaherty mouthed the line, but did not vocalise it. Only one audience 

member commented on this aspect of the play within their feedback 

questionnaire. When asked if they had found any aspect of the play 

confusing, they responded “Turkey?” (Smith “Site-Specific Performance of 

O’Flaherty V.C. Audience Feedback Questionnaire”). 

While conducting the studio work on O’Flaherty V.C., my worry 

that the text could potentially provoke an extreme negative reaction 

stemmed directly from the Charlie Hedbo attacks in Paris in 2015, and so, 

felt peculiar to the circumstances of the contemporary moment. I was 

intrigued, therefore, to discover that when asked if he intended to write a 

play concerning the prophet Mohammed in 1940, Shaw via letter replied “I 

certainly should like to write a play about him. But the censorship and risk 

of being killed by some Moslem fanatic in the East, are against it.” (Gibbs 

313). 

Within the proto-performance of the third project, as outlined in 

chapter 3, I found Shaw’s Egyptian doctor problematic with regard casting, 

                                                             
38 See Doosje et al.’s “Terrorist Threat and Perceived Islamic Support for Terrorist Attacks 

as Predicators of Personal and Institutional out-group Discrimmination and Support for 

Anti-Immigration Policies – Evidence From 9 Countries”.  
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costume (his prescribed wearing of a fez), and his characterisation. My chief 

concern was that Shaw's representation of the Egyptian doctor as a devout 

Muslim, could be construed as pastiche or derogatory by a contemporary 

audience. After conducting historical research regarding the cultural context 

of the period however, I determined that, through his representation of the 

doctor, Shaw was seeking to provide an alternative and more positive 

perspective of Muslim immigrants than that being espoused by the media in 

inter-war Britain.  

Although it took an understanding of the cultural context in which 

Shaw wrote the play for me to interpret his intent behind the Egyptian 

doctor; once I had this understanding Shaw’s use of the doctor to combat 

against racial prejudices of interwar Britain was extremely clear.  Through 

his characterisation of the doctor Shaw confronted widespread racist 

attitudes of the time that vilified non-white immigrants and Islam, 

condemned inter-racial relationships, and painted non-christian immigrants 

as morally inferior.  

Realising Shaw’s intent regarding his portrayal of the Egyptian 

doctor, I did not alter the doctor's lines within the created performances of 

The Millionairess. Instead, in an effort to support Shaw’s intent regarding 

the role, I framed the role of the Egyptian doctor in the context of Egypt's 

involvement in the Arab Spring and the ongoing EU migrant crisis via 

onscreen projections.  

The actor who played the role of the Egyptian doctor in the 

intermedial production showed an acute sense of the issues surrounding the 

representation of race, ethnicity, and religion in contemporary Ireland and 

wider society, via the biography he chose to include in the show 

programme. 

(...) identifies himself as a man. He feels terrible about thinking 

about his gender in binary terms, and is currently undergoing therapy 

to work on said problem. (...) has been involved in theatre and 

cinema for the last three years and has played 'Brown guy' in most of 

them. A role he has perfected, critics have claimed that it was a role 

he was born to play and noted how he nails an Indian accent every 

time. (Smith “Intermedial Theatre Production of The Millionairess 

complimentary show Programme”)  
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To further emphasis the theme of the representation race within the 

performance, I had the song “Goodness Gracious Me” play during the 

interval (Loren and Sellers). Released in tandem with the 1960 cinematic 

adaptation of The Millionairess, the racially insensitive song evoked the 

issue of racial prejudice in cultural outputs while also acknowledging the 

film’s ghosting of the play.    

The historical and culturally contextualised understanding of Shaw’s 

intent behind his reference to Mohammed in O’Flaherty V.C. and his 

characterisation of the Egyptian doctor in The Millionairess, is a valuable 

contribution to the field of Shavian studies. While analysing the feedback 

during the aftermath period of the third project I determined that, in 

hindsight, the inclusion of information regarding race-relations and 

migration during the inter-war period in Britain into the programme would 

have benefitted the created performance. As this material, would have given 

the audience an insight into my interpretation of Shaw’s intent behind the 

role of the doctor. 

Within the conducted projects, the plays showed themselves to be 

both relevant to current society and open to the application of different 

performance styles. The practical investigation of Shaw's play-texts 

conducted within the thesis, opens up a new avenue of research in Shavian 

studies that needs to be continued. Further practical investigation is required 

on Shaw's entire oeuvre. As the subject of early negative criticism, Shaw's 

later plays are today relatively under-theorised in comparison to his earlier 

dramatic works and are, thus, in particular need of further analysis and 

practical investigation.  

Possible future practical investigations of Shaw’s plays could see the 

creation of more experiential, immersive, or audience participatory 

productions than those created within this thesis project. A more holistic 

approach could also be employed in the gathering of feedback. While 

questions included in the feedback questionnaires of this thesis sought to 

determine whether the created performances had evoked the current 

manifestations of the social concerns addressed within the play-texts, they 
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did not prompt the audience to comment on their overall experience of the 

performances.  

Ultimately, as pieces of political theatre the value of Shaw's plays 

lies in their performance and, thus, they deserve sustained practical 

investigation. Notably, freer staging of Shaw’s dramatic works will be 

possible in the near future, as they are due to go out of copyright in much of 

the English speaking world
39

 in 2020. 

 

Irish Studies 

This thesis is a contribution to the resurgence of interest in Shaw 

seen over the last decade. As Shaw is one of Ireland’s most prolific 

playwrights, the exploration of the staging of his plays for contemporary 

audiences conducted within this thesis provides a worthy contribution to the 

field of Irish studies. As the projects were conducted in Ireland, they 

focused on creating performances for contemporary Irish audiences within 

the cultural moment in which they were performed. This saw the created 

performances engage with the current cultural condition and societal 

operation of contemporary Ireland. Also, the received feedback provides an 

insight into current perceptions of Shaw, as well as contemporary social 

issues among Irish audiences. 

Centred on creating a site-specific performance of one of only three 

plays, by Shaw, concerned with Ireland, the first PaR project provides a 

particularly meaningful contribution to the field of Irish studies. In his book 

The Irish Dramatic Revival 1899-1939, Anthony Roche discusses how 

Shaw, despite his dramatic prowess, is a marginalised figure in the Irish 

dramatic literary canon. This state of affairs, according to Roche, is due in 

no small part to the diminishment of Shaw’s role in the recorded history of 

the Irish Literary Revival at the turn of the twentieth century; a legacy of 

Yeats’s ambivalence towards Shaw, owing to their different artistic styles 

                                                             
39 Following Canadian copyright law, Shaw’s works fell out of copyright in Canada fifty 

years after his death; not seventy years as is the case in much of the English speaking world 

including Ireland and the UK. 
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and Yeats’s jealousy of Shaw’s close relationship with Lady Gregory (80-

81). 

  Confronting this diminishment of Shaw’s role in Irish theatre 

history, the created site-specific performance of O’Flaherty V.C., at the 

National Cultural Heritage Site of Coole Park, highlighted Shaw’s 

engagement with the literary revival through performance, via the visual 

evocation of Cathleen Ni Houlihan. Utilising the semiotic impact of the 

absent Coole House, the site-specific performance drew attention to Shaw’s 

veiled jab at the revivalists’ relationships with the Irish peasantry within the 

play. When talking about ‘her Ladyship’ to Sir Pearce within the play, the 

actor playing O’Flaherty motioned towards the non-existent house; evoking 

the ghost of Lady Gregory, the lady of Coole House (213). The received 

feedback suggests the performance’s engagement with the affected presence 

of Coole House translated to the audience, with one respondent writing: 

“felt the house from the beginning which was nice *main characters made 

good references” (Smith “Site-Specific Performance of O’Flaherty V.C. 

Audience Feedback Questionnaire”). 

In her seminal study, “Mapping the Terrain: a Survey of Site-

Specific Performance in Britain”, Fiona Wilkie notes that site-specific 

theatre is often located at the intersection of different social spheres, such as 

tourism, art, and town planning (148). Owing to the importance of Coole 

Park in the Irish nationalist narrative, and the semiotic meaning of the 

destruction of the estate’s Big House, the created performance engaged with 

issues surrounding Ireland’s cultural heritage and national identity. 

Engaging with the theory of Nuala C. Johnson and Pierre Nora, chapter 1 

discusses the site’s status as a National Cultural Heritage Site and the affect 

this had on the created performance. Building upon Lionel Pilkington’s 

article, “Coole Park: From Big House to People’s Park”, the project sought 

to utilise the site’s capacity to inspire and facilitate imaginative critical 

reflection of Ireland’s nationalist past, as a way to evoke the national 

consciousness of the audience. 

As demonstrated throughout the thesis, consideration of the 

production’s prospective Irish audiences influenced decisions and strategies 
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employed within the created performances. Dealing with Ireland’s 

involvement in WWI, the play explores a traditionally ignored aspect of 

Irish national history which had entered the public discourse once again; 

owing to the national decade of centenaries. The unusualness of the 

perspective provided by Shaw within the play was reflected in the received 

feedback. In answering whether they had found any aspect of the 

performance surprising one respondent wrote: “An Irish man fighting in the 

British army being the central character in an “Irish” play” (Smith “Site-

Specific Performance of O’Flaherty V.C. Audience Feedback 

Questionnaire”). Framing the created site-specific performance in the 

context of the 1916 centenary, I sought to draw on the critical spirit of the 

official 1916 centenary commemorations and encourage the audience to 

consider the ideas of the play in relation to Ireland and society at large.  

The received feedback suggests the 1916 centenary was at the fore 

of public consciousness at the time of the production. When asked if the 

performance had brought any national or international news stories to mind 

one respondent answered: “Yes, perhaps we are only learning now what 

happened at the beginning of the last century!” (Smith “Site-Specific 

Performance of O’Flaherty V.C. Audience Feedback Questionnaire”). When 

asked how the performance compared to any other 1916 centenary 

commemoration events they may have attended, six respondents purported 

not to have attended any other commemorative events, while seven 

respondents replied that the site-specific performance compared favourably 

(Smith “Site-Specific Performance of O’Flaherty V.C. Audience Feedback 

Questionnaire”). One of these respondents cited the site-specific 

performance better for being “less pretentious” and “less commercial” than 

previously attended events (Smith “Site-Specific Performance of O’Flaherty 

V.C. Audience Feedback Questionnaire”). Two of the respondents 

referenced the play’s humour as a defining favourable feature, with one 

writing: “More amusing and therefor more impact” (Smith “Site-Specific 

Performance of O’Flaherty V.C. Audience Feedback Questionnaire”). 

Within the second PaR project, as covered in chapter 2, the created 

performance attempted to evoke the current condition of Irish Travellers by 
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having the actors playing Eliza and Alfred Doolittle assume Irish Traveller 

accents, and the rest of the cast to employ generic Irish accents. This 

strategy, aimed at producing the V-Effekt and promoting the audience to 

reflect on the themes of the play in relation to contemporary Irish society 

appears to have translated to the audience. Within the received feedback, in 

response to whether the performance had brought to mind any national or 

international news stories two respondents referenced the situation of Irish 

Travellers. 

Addressing the validity of the Problem Play (dramatic works centred 

on social issues) in 1895, Shaw asserted that:  

 

[…] the huge size of modern populations and the development of 

the press make every social question more monumental than it was 

formerly […] We are therefore witnessing a steady intensification 

in the hold of social questions on a larger poetic imagination. 

(Shaw on Theatre 62)  

 

In our hyper-mediatised, digitally connected global society Shaw’s 

above statement is truer than he could ever have imagined. 

As discussed in chapter 2, the hyper-mediatised nature of 

contemporary society was explored through the scenography of the created 

epic theatre production of Pygmalion. Following on from this, the running 

commentary of the play provided by the on-screen projections within the 

intermedial theatre production of The Millionairess, commented on the role 

of soical media in contemporary society; by reflecting the seemingly 

interminable way in which we now receive and consume information online. 

Although only the created intermedial theatre performance of The 

Millionairess sought specifically to confront the hyper-mediatised and 

digitalised condition of contemporary Irish society, the unconscious effects 

of globalisation were evident within each of the projects. While attempting 

to connect the discussions of the plays to wider social issues, during the 

performance processes of the projects, I unconsciously drew upon 

international and national examples. Within the studio-work of the first 

project, discussions with the cast regarding the themes of the play and 
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contemporary current affairs, generally centred around the Iraq war, the 

release of the Chilcot Report, and the Irish army’s 2016 recruitment 

campaign. During the second project, anachronistic images included within 

the set design encompassed a variety of different cultures. Finally, in the 

intermedial theatre performance of The Millionairess national and 

international social issues which thematically linked to the ideas of the play 

were visually evoked in quick succession via projections.  

Within the audience feedback questionnaires of each performance, 

respondents were asked if the performances had brought to mind any news 

stories, either national or international, and the majority of respondents 

reported the themes addressed within the produced plays as resonating with 

both international and national current affairs.  

From the received feedback collected over the three projects we gain 

an insight into current perceptions of Shaw and his role in the Irish theatre 

canon. Overall the supplied feedback displayed an unfamiliarity with both 

Shaw and his works.  

Within the feedback of the site-specific performance of O’Flaherty 

V.C., twenty-five out of the twenty-nine respondents purported to having no 

familiarity with the play; four respondents reported having heard of it and 

no respondent reported having read, or seen another production of, the play 

(Smith “Site-Specific Performance of O’Flaherty V.C. Audience Feedback 

Questionnaire”). Of the forty-two respondents that supplied feedback of the 

epic theatre production of Pygmalion, seven respondents purported to 

having no familiarity with the play, while twenty-nine respondents indicated 

that they had heard of it; five respondents reported having read the play and 

eleven respondents indicated that they had seen another production
40

 (Smith 

“Epic Theatre production of Pygmalion Audience Feedback 

Questionnaire”). Within the feedback of the epic theatre production of The 

Millionairess, thirty-one of the forty-six respondents indicated that they had 

no previous familiarity with the play. Although no respondent reported 

having seen another stage production, two respondents indicated that they 

                                                             
40 This includes one respondent who indicated that they had both read the play and seen 

another production. 
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had read the play and six respondents indicated that they had seen the film 

adaptation
41

 (Smith “Intermedial Theatre Production of The Millionairess 

Audience Feedback Questionnaire”). 

Within the second and fourth projects the received feedback showed 

the respondents were more familiar with the adaptations of Pygmalion and 

The Millionairess, especially the cinematic adaptations, than they were with 

Shaw’s original works (Smith “Epic Theatre production of Pygmalion 

Audience Feedback Questionnaire; “Intermedial Theatre Production of The 

Millionairess Audience Feedback”). The feedback received from the epic 

theatre Pygmalion, showed that twice as many respondents had seen a stage 

or film production of My Fair Lady, than had read Pygmalion or seen a 

production of the play (either onstage or on-screen). Furthermore, as 

anticipated, the feedback showed the audience of the epic theatre production 

of Pygmalion to have preconceived conceptions regarding the play, based 

on its musical adaptation My Fair Lady. When asked how the performance 

compared to any other productions of the play they may have seen, one 

respondent wrote: ‘Much darker than "my fair lady"’ (Smith “Epic Theatre 

production of Pygmalion Audience Feedback Questionnaire”).  

The vast majority of respondents within all three projects, reported 

that they had found the performances engaging and the humour of the play-

texts to be enduring. Interestingly, the received feedback indicates that the 

created performances challenged a number of audience members’ 

preconceptions regarding Shaw and the plays. When answering whether or 

not they had found any aspect of the play to be surprising four respondents 

of the site-specific production of O’Flaherty V.C. referenced the relevant 

nature of the material (Smith “Site-Specific Performance of O’Flaherty V.C. 

Audience Feedback Questionnaire”); four respondents of the epic theatre 

production of Pygmalion also cited the contemporary relevance of the play’s 

material and five referenced the strength of the plays subject matter (Smith 

“Epic Theatre production of Pygmalion Audience Feedback 

Questionnaire”); and four respondents of the intermedial theatre production 

                                                             
41 It was not specified which film of The Millionairess they had seen, the BBC 1972 “Play 

of the Month” production with Maggie Smith as Epifania or the more famous and loosely 

adapted 1960 film starring Sophia Loren and Peter Sellers.  
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of The Millionairess referenced the prevailing relevance of the play’s 

themes. This feedback could be interpreted as suggesting that these 

respondents held the preconception of Shaw’s plays being irrelevant and 

outdated.  

Within the feedback received in response to the second and third 

projects, respondents cited surprise at the didactic quality of the two plays; 

while within the feedback of the first and second PaR project respondents 

cited surprise at the substantial humour of the plays (Smith “Site-Specific 

Performance of O’Flaherty V.C. Audience Feedback Questionnaire”; “Epic 

Theatre production of Pygmalion Audience Feedback Questionnaire”; 

“Intermedial Theatre Production of The Millionairess Audience Feedback”). 

In answer to whether or not they had found any aspect of the play to be 

surprising, three respondents of the site-specific production of O’Flaherty 

V.C. referenced the high level of humour within the play and one respondent 

referenced the manner in which humour was employed, writing: “Humour 

used to portray serious subject” (Smith “Site-Specific Performance of 

O’Flaherty V.C. Audience Feedback Questionnaire”). Again, these 

responses suggest. an unfamiliarity with Shaw’s plays. 

Through the projects’ engagement with Shaw’s role in Irish theatre 

history and the operational practices of contemporary Irish society, along 

with the received audience feedback, the thesis provides a considerable 

contribution to Irish Studies. 

 

Final Conclusion 

Within his article, “Shaw for the Here and Now”, Stanley Weintraub 

asserts that the practice of applying creative staging techniques to Shaw’s 

plays is in keeping with the spirit of Shaw’s theatre making operations (15). 

Weintraub writes: “His [Shaw’s] practice was to accommodate to 

production needs. Without dishonesty to Shaw’s intent, so must we.” (18). 

Approaching Shaw’s plays as prompts or blueprints for potential 

performances, the three PaR projects focused on meeting current production 

needs. Namely, finding ways of communicating the ideas and discussions of 
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Shaw’s plays to contemporary Irish audiences. As demonstrated in the 

thesis, Shaw’s plays O’Flaherty V.C., Pygmalion, and The Millionairess 

proved open to the different directing methodologies and staging devices 

with which I was experimenting.  

Within each project, the vast majority of respondents reacted 

positively to the staging techniques employed within the created 

productions. Within the received feedback of the site-specific performance 

of O’Flaherty V.C., although eleven respondents cited surprise at the 

outdoor staging of the performance, twenty-eight (out of the twenty-nine 

respondents) felt the performance would have suffered if it had been staged 

in a traditional theatre venue. One respondent wrote “Setting – very unusual 

but appropriate” (Smith “Site-Specific Performance of O’Flaherty V.C. 

Audience Feedback Questionnaire”). 

Respondents within each project purported finding the plays to be 

relevant to specific immediate current affairs and events, as well as to wider 

social issues within contemporary society. This feedback suggests that the 

creative staging practices employed within the projects enabled the audience 

to receive the plays as pieces of political theatre; as potentially beneficial to 

society as when they were first written. Furthermore, it demonstrates that 

the aim to link specific social concerns of the plays to their current 

manifestations through performance, translated to the audience.  

Notably, each created performance appears to have encouraged the 

audiences to reflect upon the social issues raised within the plays and relate 

the discussions of the plays to contemporary society. Within the received 

feedback of the site-specific performance of O’Flaherty V.C., one 

respondent wrote:  

 

I feel that the theme of patriotism was central. Each of us perceives 

it differently. We are often at odds with each other but basically we 

have much in common. (Smith “Site-Specific Performance of 

O’Flaherty V.C. Audience Feedback Questionnaire”) 

 

The respondent’s use of the word “we” suggests they are reflecting 

on the theme of patriotism in the play, and how it relates to current society 
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and the current cultural moment. Within the received feedback of the epic 

theatre production of Pygmalion, four respondents indicated that the 

performance prompted critical reflection of current society, while six 

respondents indicated that the created production of The Millionairess had 

provoked similar critical reflection (Smith “Epic Theatre production of 

Pygmalion Audience Feedback Questionnaire”; “Intermedial Theatre 

Production of The Millionairess Audience Feedback Questionnaire”). 

Specific current affairs referenced in the feedback of the three projects 

included Syria; the EU migrant crisis; Trump and the U.S. presidential 

election; the release of the Paradise Papers; banking scandals; the Irish 

homelessness crisis (Smith “Site-Specific Performance of O’Flaherty V.C. 

Audience Feedback Questionnaire”; “Epic Theatre production of Pygmalion 

Audience Feedback Questionnaire”; “Intermedial Theatre Production of The 

Millionairess Audience Feedback Questionnaire”).  

Although the studio sessions and creative processes of each PaR 

project focused on highlighting the socio-political themes of the plays, the 

received feedback shows that audience members also found the plays to be 

relevant to personal issues. Within the feedback of the site-specific 

production of O’Flaherty V.C., two respondents referenced the mother-son 

relationship as an aspect of the play relevant to contemporary society and 

one respondent reported interpreting the central theme or message of the 

play as being “Anti-war and the strength of the Irish mother” (Smith “Site-

Specific Performance of O’Flaherty V.C. Audience Feedback 

Questionnaire”). Within the feedback of the epic theatre production of 

Pygmalion, three respondents commented that the play had reminded them 

of personal issues or people within their own social circle (Smith “Epic 

Theatre production of Pygmalion Audience Feedback Questionnaire”). This 

feedback demonstrates the complex and multifaceted nature of the plays; as 

although they are primarily concentrated on broad socio-political issues, the 

audience nevertheless found them to speak to issues within both the private 

and public sphere. 

In some instances, the feedback suggests the created performances 

gave audience members a new perspective of the play. Within their 
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feedback for the epic theatre production of Pygmalion, one respondent 

wrote: “I think it's [Pygmalion] very smart now; I used to just think it was 

naive but funny” (Smith “Epic Theatre production of Pygmalion Audience 

Feedback Questionnaire”). Similarly, within the feedback for the 

intermedial theatre production of The Millionairess, one respondent 

commented: “I liked the film adaptation but this was very fresh and helped 

me see the play in new lights.” (Smith “Intermedial Theatre Production of 

The Millionairess Audience Feedback Questionnaire”). 

As pieces of political theatre, it is through performance that Shaw’s 

plays are fully realised and where their value to contemporary society lies. 

Building on existing performance studies and Shavian theory, the 

performance processes of the three projects generated new insights into the 

plays and engaged with wider areas of scholarly research. Ultimately, the 

thesis shows Shaw’s plays to be complex pieces of performance material 

which have the potential to be staged as vital pieces of political theatre, 

when confronted with innovative staging and directing practices.  
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