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Abstract 

 

The research investigates the dramaturgical composition of William Butler Yeats’s four dance 

plays (At the Hawk’s Well, The Dreaming of the Bones, The Only Jealousy of Emer, Calvary), 

published in the collection Four Plays for Dancers in 1921. The analysis discusses Yeats’s 

dramaturgical methods applied in the dance dramas by focusing on the processes of their 

textual evolution and first productions between 1916 and 1939, and by exploring the 

playwright’s dramaturgical devices in a practice-based context. 

The investigation is grounded on the thesis that Yeats developed a distinctive and 

innovative dramaturgical approach in his dance dramas, which is based on his unique uses of 

space. Yeats started to explore this new approach in 1916, during the composition of his first 

dance play, At the Hawk’s Well, and developed it into an organic system by the time he 

published his collection of dance dramas, Four Plays for Dancers. The method of dramatic 

composition Yeats applied in these early dance plays could be regarded as a dramaturgical 

system on its own, whose defining features could be identified and explored through the textual 

and practical investigation of the given play texts. Besides providing new insights to the 

interpretation and performance of the dance plays themselves, discovering the working 

mechanism of this system is important for two reasons. Firstly, it provides significant 

contribution to the research on Yeats’s later plays, which largely build on aspects of the same 

dramaturgical principles that the playwright began to explore in Four Plays for Dancers. 

Secondly, a better awareness of Yeats’s dramaturgical methods in the dance plays demonstrates 

his invention and pioneering stance in the broader context of twentieth-century theatre-making. 

The project integrates a practice-based component into its method of inquiry, which is 

combined with analytical and historical approaches. With its complex research methodology, 

the research attempts to fill the gap between literary analysis and practice-based research by 

providing a practical insight to staging Yeats’s dance dramas, and by presenting the practice-

based findings in a clear analytical structure, in a dialogic relationship with the scrutiny of the 

plays’ manuscript materials and performance history. 
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INTRODUCTION 

 

A NEED FOR A PRACTICE-FOCUSED DRAMATURGICAL INVESTIGATION 

Since the death of Yeats in 1939, scholarship has devoted considerable attention to Yeats the 

Poet, Yeats the Thinker, Yeats the Public Figure, and more recently to Yeats the Playwright 

and Theatre-Maker.1 William Butler Yeats’s engagement in literary thought and criticism, his 

close involvement in the politics and cultural life of turn-of-the-century Ireland and Europe 

have been discussed extensively, alongside his achievements in the cultivation of the Irish 

dramatic movement and in the foundations of the country’s national theatre. However, Yeats’s 

expertise in the practical aspects of stagecraft, and his journey in advancing his skills in 

dramaturgy (or, in other words, dramatic composition) over the course of his oeuvre have 

attracted little critical attention.2 Despite the academic re-conceptualisation of Yeats’s 

competence in writing for the stage, which happened in the late 1970s, the acknowledgement 

of his plays as texts of high literary merit but of less value as material for performance still 

resurface in academic contexts (several examples of which are explored in more detail below). 

The abiding presence of scepticism with regard to the effectiveness of Yeatsian drama 

in performance is clearly signalled by the scantiness of research inquiries on the practical 

aspects of Yeats’s stagecraft since the early 2000s. During the four years of my PhD research 

in Yeats studies (from September 2016 until September 2020), I took part in the major 

academic events related to the field (the conferences and symposiums organised by the 

International Yeats Society and the International Association for the Study of Irish Literature 

(IASIL)), and noted that only a very small section of recent studies were devoted to 

performance aspects of the plays. From the 157 papers given at the annual scholarly forums of 

the International Yeats Society, the organisation that aims to present the most recent studies in 

the field, only 26 papers mentioned Yeats’s dramas, with only a small section of them reflecting 

on how the plays work on the stage.3 A similar tendency could be observed in academic 

publications: in the two major written forums of Yeats scholarship, the Yeats Annual and the 

Journal of International Yeats Studies, published between 2016 and 2020, from 93 studies, 

                                                           
1 A detailed discussion on these studies is provided in the section on “Situating the Research within the Field of 

Yeats Studies” on pages 8-19. 
2 I use the term dramaturgy to describe the compound process of “play making”, which includes the plays’ 

textual composition and their structuring for live performance. Dramaturgy is used as a key concept throughout 

the dissertation, and is thus defined in further detail in the second half of the introduction with regard to its 

specific appliations in the current research project. 
3 Scholars who considered aspects of staging were: Alexandra Poulain, Akiko Manabe, Pierre Longuenesse, 

Michael McAteer, Chris Morash, Zsuzsanna Balázs, Ines Bigot, Adrian Paterson, Charles Ivan Amstrong and 

myself. For the collection of quantitative data on conference presentations, I considered the four conferences of 

the IYS that I attended between September 2016 and 2020, which took place in Barcelona (15-17 December 

2016) at the Universitat Autònoma de Barcelona, in New York (20-22 October 2017) at The New School 

University, Fordham University, in Kyoto (15-16 December 2018) at Kyoto University, and in Paris (12-14 

December 2019) at Sorbonne Nouvelle. For the data on published material I consulted the two volumes of the 

Yeats Annual (Vol. 20 and 21) published in 2016 and 2018, and the six issues of the Journal of International 

Yeats Studies published so far from its first publication in 2016. Both journals can be accessed online. For Yeats 

Annual, see: https://www.openbookpublishers.com/section/39/1 For the Journal of International Yeats Studies, 

see: https://tigerprints.clemson.edu/iys/  

https://www.openbookpublishers.com/section/39/1
https://tigerprints.clemson.edu/iys/
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only nine were investigating the plays – two of which were related to my own directorial 

practice.4 

 This absence of practice-focused inquiries in Yeatsian drama is in close interplay with 

another phenomenon that indicates a certain disbelief in the theatrical effectiveness of Yeats’s 

plays. This is the relatively small number of Yeats productions on Irish and international stages, 

especially from the 1980s onwards. The Abbey produced the plays quite regularly until 1993, 

and they were also staged frequently in the Lyric Theatre, Belfast until 1982.5 However, since 

then, the plays have largely disappeared from the world’s stages, having been performed only 

occasionally by professional ensembles (in Ireland by the Blue Raincoat Theatre Company in 

Sligo, or the Druid Theatre in Galway), and by semi-amateur groups, mostly in university 

settings.6 

One way to account for this ever growing lack of interest in Yeatsian drama in the 

professional theatre scene is to assume that the two absences (in academic and practical 

environments) stem from the same root, which is the plays’ often claimed dramaturgical 

inadequacy. I would like to suggest that this is not the case, and that instead of being the 

correlative outcomes of a shared cause, there is an internal causality between these two negative 

tendencies, where one absence generates the other in an open-ended regressive mechanism. 

This causal chain eventually spirals back to a root cause that arose in Yeats’s lifetime when his 

plays were first published and/or staged, and that has not been sufficiently well investigated 

and resolved ever since. To “unwind the winding path” that leads to the core of the issue, we 

first have to consider why a practice-focused dramaturgical inquiry of Yeatsian drama is still 

considered as a fresh approach to the playwright’s oeuvre, despite the plays having received 

extensive attention to date, including several monographs (again, these are discussed in more 

detail below). My understanding is that the short history of critical discourse on “Yeats the 

Dramaturge” is a direct consequence of the lack of professional Yeats performances, which are 

the only contexts where the plays’ intended composition could be appropriately explored and 

interpreted. The reason for this is that most of Yeats’s plays were written to be performed with 

music and dance, or with the inclusion of other kinds of visual elements (such as stage 

movement or a particular kind of spatial arrangement for players and audience), which makes 

their reception largely dependent on performance. Katharine Worth phrased this dependence 

on live presentation as follows: “[Yeats’s] plays can hardly be ‘read’ from the page: it is 

                                                           
4 See: Szuts, "The Space-Minded Dramaturgy of W.B. Yeats in Theory and Practice”, and DeForrest:”A Review 

of At the Hawk’s Well.” 
5 Most productions of Yeats’s plays in the Abbey took place until Yeats’s death in 1939. From 1940, one Yeats 

play was staged in every two or three years until 1993. An important event in the performance history of Yeats 

dramas was the annual Yeats Festival, curated by James Flannery and funded by Coca Cola, which was a five-

year venture housed in the Abbey theatre, between 1989 and 1993. The event concluded regular Yeats 

performances in the theatre. Source: Abbey Theatre Digital Archives. 
6 The most important producers of Yeats’s plays in Ireland in the 2000s are the Blue Raincoat Theatre 

Company, based in Sligo. In 2009, the ensemble launched a programme series that aimed at producing one 

Yeats play on an annual basis. The series included the dance plays At the Hawk’s Well, The Only Jealousy of 

Emer, The Cat and the Moon, and The Dreaming of the Bones. More information on the company and their 

work could be found on their website: https://www.blueraincoat.com/ 

The only Yeats play the Galway-based ensemble, Druid Theatre has produced so far is the co-authored Cathleen 

Ni Houlihan, which was staged in 2020, alongside four one-act Lady Gregory plays, as part of the DruidGregory 

series. More on the project could be found on the theatre’s website: 

https://www.druid.ie/productions/druidgregory  

https://www.blueraincoat.com/
https://www.druid.ie/productions/druidgregory
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peculiarly difficult, after all, to imagine the dramatic effect of the music that cannot be heard, 

a dance or a scenic effect that cannot be seen.”7 This is particularly relevant for those plays that 

Yeats wrote after his first indirect encounters with Japanese Noh drama in 1916, which he 

referred to as dance plays. The dance plays were composed to be highly visual and aural: they 

included danced sequences and stylised stage movement, and were intended to be performed 

with newly composed, live music. The performance-centred quality of these stage pieces means 

that without some kind of practical engagement with these materials, either as a theatre-maker 

(actor, dancer, director, musician, designer, composer etc.) or as a member of the audience, it 

is very difficult to grasp their dramaturgical features, which makes the acknowledgement of 

“Yeats the Dramaturge” practically impossible.  

It is no surprise then that the limited access to professional Yeats productions on the 

world’s stages since the 1980s has led to an indifference towards, and a restricted understanding 

of, Yeats’s dramaturgical methods, which consequently resulted in less research being done on 

the play texts as materials for performance. The absence of critical acknowledgement of the 

validity of these plays to be performed for contemporary audiences, in return, has greatly 

influenced the recognition of Yeats’s drama in the professional theatre scene, both directly and 

indirectly: directly, as directors, dramaturges and producers, who are in the position of making 

decisions about what to present to audiences, are generally less open to stage materials that 

have a shorter history of critical acclaim or that are still considered as relatively unknown or 

experimental; and indirectly, because the same people might not even be aware of the majority 

of Yeats’s plays, as they are rarely discussed in academic courses in acting and theatre studies. 

(The exceptions to this are the co-authored 1902 play Cathleen Ni Houlihan and the 1938 

Purgatory, both of which are anthologised in John Harrington’s anthology Modern and 

Contemporary Irish Drama but which are in some ways unrepresentative of Yeats’s 

dramaturgy, especially his collaborations with choreographers, musicians and designers.) 

Again, the dance plays are in a marginalised position even within the Yeatsian dramatic oeuvre 

in terms of accessibility, because just as in theatre practice, in theatre education too they are 

the ones that are frequently left out from the teaching curriculum of twentieth century Irish 

plays.  The reason is the same as described by Worth: they could “hardly be read”, and are 

“difficult to imagine” without their non-verbal performance elements.8 In both cases, one 

absence generates the other, and continues to distance contemporary audiences, students and 

researchers from Yeatsian drama and the rich material that the playwright explored and 

constructed through the dramaturgical experiments he applied in their composition. 

What is then the root cause for this regressive causal chain, and what could be done to 

eliminate it? One of the main arguments of this dissertation is that the reason why Yeats the 

Dramaturge is still essentially unknown to readers and theatre-makers alike is a restrictive 

approach to, and a long-term practical mishandling of, the genre of the dance play the 

playwright started to experiment with during the composition of his first play for dancers, At 

the Hawk’s Well (1916), and that he developed into an organic system by the publication of his 

collection Four Plays for Dancers (1921). This new genre brought about significant changes 

in Yeats’s dramaturgical practices, which ultimately defined the governing features of his later 

                                                           
7 Worth, The Irish Drama of Europe, 10. 
8 Ibid. 
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plays. Gathering more experience and knowledge about the dramaturgical composition of the 

dance plays consequently leads us to a better understanding of Yeats’s stagecraft, and opens 

up new perspectives in reading, interpreting, and staging all of his plays. 

The limiting approach that has gradually led to the marginalisation of Yeats plays in 

theatre studies and in the professional theatre scene was a general simplification and 

consequential mis-categorisation of the dance plays as poetic drama – and poetic drama only. 

According to the Oxford Companion to the Theatre (1967), poetic drama is a “term applied to 

plays written in verse or in a heightened, ‘poetic’ form of prose.”9 In her book dedicated to the 

twentieth century revival of the genre, Glenda Leeming defines it as an umbrella term referring 

to works written in verse as “a reaction against the conventional realism of current commercial 

theatre writing.”10 Leeming discusses Yeats’s plays alongside the works of T. S. Eliot and 

Christopher Fry, as part of the modernist developments of the genre, and, quite tellingly, begins 

her analysis of the plays by stating that they are “mainly played by amateur and school 

companies” and that “on the whole the London professional theatre has not shown any interest 

in reviving Yeats’s work.”11 A similar categorisation is provided in Herbert Blau’s monograph, 

W.B. Yeats and T.S. Eliot: Poetic Drama and Modern Poetry (1954), and in the articles of Eric 

Bentley, Vinod Sena, John Kelly, and Pierre Longuenesse.12 The indisputable poetic qualities 

of Yeats’s dance plays and their non-naturalistic stance, according to this predominant reading, 

led to the definition of the works by their stylised use of language on the stage, which was done 

often at the expense of disregarding their other salient compositional features, such as the 

inclusion of music, dance, or stage movement.  
Beside the oversimplified generic definition of the dance plays as pieces written in verse 

and for verse speaking only, the other root cause for the neglect of the genre has been the 

difficulty of finding appropriately trained players to perform them. This “double failure” of 

staging Yeats is aptly summarised by James Flannery in W. B. Yeats and the Idea of a Theatre 

(1976), where writes that “the one place where Yeats’s true stature as a dramatist remains still 

unrecognized is, ironically but not surprisingly, Ireland. This is mainly because his work is 

seldom played at the Abbey Theatre – and then played badly.”13 The first part of Flannery’s 

claim points to the same absence that I elaborated on earlier, and the second denotes a problem 

that is at the heart of the whole self-generating issue of dismissing Yeatsian dramaturgy from 

international recognition. Flannery’s statement comes from a book that was published in 1976, 

almost sixty years after the first Yeats dance play was performed. One would think that six 

decades could and should be enough for readers and performers of Yeats to investigate what 

kind of actor training would be needed to facilitate performances of the plays that reflect a 

general understanding of the salient features of their genre and of Yeats’s dramaturgical 

methods and intentions. The most exhaustive, long-term venture to map the foundation of such 

a training took place in the Lyric Theatre in Belfast from 1951 until the 1981, under the 

                                                           
9 Hartnoll, Oxford Companion to the Theatre, 650.  
10 Leeming, Poetic Drama, 2.  
11 Ibid, 23. 
12 See: Bentley, “Yeats as Playwright”; Sena, “Yeats on the Possibility of an English Poetic Drama”; Kelly, 

“Eliot and Yeats”; and Longuenesse, “Modernity in Yeats’s Theatre: Towards a ‘Poetic Monodrama’ Model.” 
13 Flannery, W. B. Yeats and the Idea of a Theatre, 376. 
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direction of Mary O’Malley and, following in her footsteps, by Sam McCready.14 Although the 

approach to the plays that the staging practices of the Lyric Players grounded in the theatre’s 

first decades was made available to a wider group of Irish and international theatre-practitioners 

and academics through McCready’s successive drama workshops in the Yeats Summer School 

in Sligo between the years of 1998 and 2016 (including myself, having taken part in the 

workshops three times in 2013, 2014 and 2015), so far, it has not brought about a drastic change 

regarding the interest in producing Yeats. Since Flannery’s above quoted statement, another 

four decades have passed, but a similar verdict could easily be pronounced in 2020. Of course, 

there have been delightful exceptions and singular occurrences that mark the success of 

enjoyable and acclaimed Yeats productions, which, except for the Lyric Theatre’s 

performances, took place mostly outside of institutional theatres (and even outside of theatre 

buildings), but the original problem of the absence of actor training methodologies for Yeats’s 

dance plays, and more generally for Yeatsian drama, still stands.15 

 

AIMS AND OBJECTIVES OF THE RESEARCH 

The aim of this research is to eliminate the two core problems that so far hindered the 

investigation of Yeats’s dramaturgical methods. Firstly, it attempts to re-define the genre of 

the dance play by mapping and exploring its salient features through close analytical and 

practical engagement with the written material. The intention is to broaden the scope of existing 

research from a predominantly literary approach to a performative one, and to investigate the 

dance plays as materials for staging, considering all aspects of their intended performance, 

including corporeal expression, poetic and musical composition, and actor-audience relations. 

Secondly, the research project intends to provide a training methodology for performers and 

students of Yeats to facilitate practical approaches to his plays, either in the context of 

producing them for the stage, or in educational or research environments. This methodology 

can be applied to all of Yeats’s plays, but also has the potential to be used in multiple other 

performance contexts, such as in professional actor training or in working with materials 

outside of Yeats’s oeuvre.  

The investigation is grounded on the thesis that Yeats developed a distinctive and 

innovative dramaturgical approach in his dance dramas, which is based on his unique uses of 

space. Yeats started to explore this new approach in 1916, during the composition of his first 

dance play, At the Hawk’s Well, and developed it into an organic system by the time he 

published his collection of dance dramas entitled Four Plays for Dancers in 1921. The method 

of dramatic composition Yeats applied in the four dance dramas that are included in the volume 

(At the Hawk’s Well, The Dreaming of the Bones, The Only Jealousy of Emer, Calvary) could 

be regarded as a dramaturgical system on its own, whose defining features could be identified 

and explored through the textual and practical investigation of the given play texts. Besides 

providing new insights to the interpretation and performance of the dance plays themselves, 

                                                           
14 For the history of the Lyric Players, Belfast, see: Conor O’Malley, A Poet’s Theatre: History of the Lyric 

Players Theatre, Belfast, and Mary O’Malley, Never Shake Hands with the Devil. 
15 The Blue Raincoat staged several of Yeats’s plays in site-specific settings. They performed The Cat and the 

Moon at Dooney Rock, Co. Sligo (2016), At the Hawk’s Well at O’Rourke’s Table, Co. Leitrim (2015), 

Purgatory on Knocknarea, Co. Sligo (2013), and On Baile’s Strand at Streedagh, Co. Sligo (2015) and Coney 

Island, New York (2014). 
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discovering the working mechanism of this system is important for two other reasons. Firstly, 

it provides significant contribution to the research on Yeats’s later plays, which largely build 

on aspects of the same dramaturgical principles that the playwright began to explore in Four 

Plays for Dancers. Although the set of plays Yeats composed after 1921 is far from being 

homogenous, which makes it impossible to consider them as belonging to the same genre or 

category, there is a clearly traceable continuity in Yeats’s dramaturgical approach in the late 

plays that began with the application of the new system in the dance dramas. Secondly, a better 

awareness of Yeats’s dramaturgical methods in the dance plays not only highlights the change 

they brought to the playwright’s own artistic principles and practices, but also demonstrates his 

invention and pioneering stance in the broader context of twentieth-century theatre-making. 

The idea of considering Yeats as an innovator and an important contributor to a new wave of 

modernist theatre has a long history in academic discourse, with several book-length studies 

focusing on Yeats’s legacy in modern and contemporary theatre-making, including Katharine 

Worth’s The Irish Drama of Europe from Yeats to Beckett (1978), and Michael McAteer’s 

Yeats and European Drama (2010). Nonetheless, existing scholarship does not provide suitable 

practical examples, let alone a practice-based approach, to investigate this legacy. Although 

this research project does not intend to provide an exhaustive analysis of these modernist 

influences, it attempts to identify, and give practical examples for, those dramaturgical 

solutions that Yeats used decades before many of his contemporaries. 

Perhaps the most important contribution of this investigation to the fields of Yeats 

studies and theatre studies, however, lies in its research methodology. The project attempts to 

bridge the gap between literary analysis and practice-based research by providing insights to 

staging Yeats’s dance dramas, and by presenting the practice-based findings in a clear 

analytical structure, in a dialogic relationship with the scrutiny of the plays’ manuscript 

materials and performance history. The project integrates the practice-based component into 

its method of inquiry, which is combined with analytical and historical approaches. Although 

there have been attempts in Yeats scholarship to integrate findings into research that were based 

on some kind of practical experience with staging the plays [such as those by Reg Skene in his 

study on Yeats’s Cuchulain plays (The Cuchulain Plays of W. B. Yeats), by James Flannery in 

the last chapter of W. B. Yeats and the Idea of a Theatre (“The Legacy of Yeats”), or by Richard 

Allen Cave in his article on staging three of the dance plays with university students], none of 

these attempts followed a clear and consistent methodology.16 The growing acknowledgement 

of PaR (practice-as-research) methods in the field of theatre and performance studies in the 

past two decades (triggered by the five-year Practice as Research in Performance (PARIP) 

project, led by Baz Kershaw at the University of Bristol between 2001 and 2005)  has opened 

                                                           
16 In his article “A Style for Yeats’s Dance-Plays” Cave summarises his experience with staging The Only 

Jealousy of Emer, Calvary, and The King of the Great Clock Tower with student-actors. While the analysis 

provides an interesting insight to Cave’s directorial experience, its critical observations on Yeatsian dramaturgy 

are not sufficiently justified by practical evidence, information on the performances are incomplete (the venues, 

dates, and names of performers are not given), and its conclusions are vague or ambiguous. A good example for 

this is Cave’s conclusion on the necessity of keeping to Yeats’s “original stage directions” in The Only Jealousy 

of Emer, in which he states: “We had begun by taking outrageous liberties with Yeats’s stage directions for The 

Only Jealousy of Emer and ended by proving the necessity of observing every one of them.” Cave, “A Style for 

Yeats’s Dance-Plays”, 143. This seems a sweeping, and slightly imprecise statement, given the fact that Cave’s 

production in question was played in the round, which was never instructed by Yeats. Also, Yeats’s stage 

directions changed with the practice-based revisions of the text, which Cave does not consider in his analysis.  
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up new opportunities for Yeats studies too, which, so far have been unexplored and 

unexploited.17 This study applies a model for PaR that was defined by Melissa Trimingham as 

a result of the initiatives of the first PARIP symposium in Bristol in 2001, and uses it for 

investigating Yeats’s performance texts, thus linking Yeats studies to the field of practical-

creative research.18 

The last aspect that needs to be mentioned in relation to the methodology of this 

research is that the focus in all of its components is on the process of playwriting and theatre-

making rather than on the result of these activities. I call this method a process-based approach, 

which refers to a mode of inquiry that instead of attempting to assess the outcomes of a project 

based on its final result or effect, investigates the process itself that leads to the final result or 

effect – if there is any. This approach has an established conceptual and methodological 

framework in literary studies in the field of genetic criticism, where the chief concern of textual 

analyses is not the final text but the methods of, and the development in, how the author 

produced it.19 The governing principles of genetic criticism can be suitably extended to theatre 

studies, and within that particularly to practice-as-research inquiries, as they allow for a more 

holistic overview and assessment of producing works for the stage. The reason why the 

application of process-based approaches are doubly justified in PaR is that the research-

practitioner might not necessarily want to assess how a particular performance was presented 

in a given moment and time, but would rather concentrate on assessing how the production was 

rehearsed, or what kind of training methods were used to make it presentable to an audience. 

From this follows that the scrutiny of Yeats’s dramaturgical methods in this project naturally 

invites a process-based inquiry, as the aim of the research is to learn how the playwright 

composed his pieces, and not merely to analyse what he composed. There is an emphasis on 

the word “composition” here, as it fittingly describes Yeats’s efforts to orchestrate the various 

performance elements of the dance plays into an organic whole. We know that Yeats was an 

enthusiastic reviser, devoted to rework his writings several times before they went into print. 

This quality of his writing practice was even more outstanding in the course of composing his 

works for the stage, as Yeats was always open to integrate practical experimentation into the 

process of playwriting. In a way, Yeats himself was working in a practice-as-research mode: 

writing and re-writing his plays according to the varying needs and capacities of his current 

players, venues, and audiences.  

Based on the above, this research project investigates three processes: the process of 

how Yeats composed his dance plays, the process on how they were first staged, and the process 

of how they were staged recently by myself, in the context of my practice-as-research inquiry. 

                                                           
17 PARIP was a five-year project directed by Prof. Baz Kershaw and the Department of Drama: Theatre, Film, 

Television at the University of Bristol. The project aimed to develop national frameworks for representing 

practical-creative research within academic contexts, and investigated key issues about appropriate criteria for 

evaluating PaR projects. For more information on the aims and objectives of the project, and a description of its 

outcomes, see the website of PARIP: http://www.bris.ac.uk/parip/introduction.htm  
18 A detailed description on the uses of Trimingham’s model is provided in the section on methodology on pages 

25-31. 
19 In their introduction to the essay collection Genetic Criticism: Texts and Avant-textes, Jed Deppman, Daniel 

Ferrer, and Michael Groden define the roots of genetic criticism in the French structuralist movement of the 

1960s and 1970s, and formulate the method’s primary aim as examining “tangible documents such as writers 

notes, drafts, and proof corrections” in order to investigate something “much more abstract – not the existing 

documents but the movement of writing that must be inferred for them.” Genetic Criticism,  2. 

http://www.bris.ac.uk/parip/introduction.htm
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The dissertation discusses these three processes separately for all four plays, with each chapter 

dedicated to one play only. The structure and correlative relationship of the individual chapters, 

and the methodology applied in their analyses is further discussed in the section dedicated to 

methodology. 

 

SITUATING THE RESEARCH WITHIN THE FIELD OF YEATS STUDIES 

Literary Approaches to Yeatsian Drama 

I started my discussion with pointing out the absence of critical reflections on Yeats’s 

dramaturgical practices. I now would like to elaborate on that claim by providing a brief 

overview of those studies that did attempt to bridge the gap generated by this absence, and 

without which this research would not have been possible. In this section, I chose to elaborate 

on those works in considerable detail with which this research is in dialogue – either by 

supporting and building on its arguments or by attempting to refute or challenge them. 

 Until the late 1970s, the predominant view on Yeats’s dramatic works was that they, in 

Helen Vendler’s words, “fall short, in general, of his lyric poetry”.20 Commonly phrased 

charges against the plays pointed out their philosophical quality and abstract thought, which 

were deemed to undermine their theatrical effectiveness and accessibility for the general public. 

There is “too much abstraction” in Yeats’s plays, writes Leonard E. Nathan in The Tragic 

Drama of William Butler Yeats (1965), they are “too philosophical […] or too philosophical in 

the wrong way.”21 Nathan’s main argument that the plays are, “even to an extremely learned 

audience,[…] incredible” formulates the essence of an approach that interpreted Yeats’s 

dramatic works as formal experiments for the poet to convene his philosophical thought and 

abstract spiritual ideologies.22 As Nathan explains: “Yeats’s development as a tragic dramatist 

is most intelligible when it is seen as a quest for a dramatic form that would most effectively 

embody his unique view of reality. As neither traditional verse drama nor the new realistic 

drama was satisfactory for this purpose, Yeats set about discovering a new dramatic form that 

would express his view.”23 The conception of the plays as mere tools to express Yeats’s own 

philosophy motivated research that attempted to explain the plays based on the playwright’s 

exhaustive summary of his spiritual views in A Vision. The most notable example of this 

approach is Helen Vendler’s Yeats’s Vision and the Later Plays (1963), in which the author 

claims that a better understanding of Yeats’s “system” is essential for reading the dramas, as it 

could “save the plays from the charge of incomprehensibility.”24 Vendler continues by stating 

that the plays do, in fact, “deserve a better hearing than they have had, and until they are 

understood, the fine poetry in the late plays will go unappreciated”.25 There are two key words 

in this sentence that need to be highlighted, which are “hearing” and “understood”. Both 

expressions point to the core of the abiding tendency of miscategorising the plays as pieces that 

                                                           
20 Vendler, A Vision and the Late Plays, viii.  
21 Nathan, The Tragic Drama of William Butler Yeats, 221-222. 
22 Ibid. 
23 Ibid. 
24 Vendler, A Vision and the Late Plays, vii. 
25 Ibid, viii. 
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have to be heard and not seen, and as texts that need to be understood and not as material for 

performance that are composed to evoke a certain dramatic effect. 

  

Approaches to Yeats the Dramatist 

In a reaction to the over-literary approach described above, a new wave of Yeats scholarship 

emerged in the late 1970s, which attempted to focus more on the plays’ dramaturgical qualities 

rather than on their features as literary texts. Most studies, however, followed the tendency of 

grouping the plays into thematic categories, and analysed them according to their use of 

symbolism in characterisation or plot, or their mythological or historical references, and did 

not provide any practical insight to their intended staging. Representative examples are Reg 

Skene’s The Cuchulain Plays of W.B. Yeats (1974) and Barton R. Friedman’s Adventures in 

the Deeps of the Mind: The Cuchulain Cycle of W. B. Yeats (1977), both of which elaborate on 

Yeats’s dramatic re-imaginations of the Cuchulain saga. Despite their decision not to explore 

the areas of dramaturgy and performance analyses, these works signalled an important change 

of perspective in the discourse of Yeats studies. Instead of investigating the plays in the context 

of Yeats’s lyric poetry, philosophy or biographical references, scholarship began to consider 

the dramas as important works of art in their own right. Some studies even suggested that 

Yeats’s famous statement in which he claimed himself to be, above all professions, a dramatist, 

had some validity, and proposed an interpretation of Yeats’s entire oeuvre based on the forms 

and structures of expression found in the plays.26 Andrew Parkin’s The Dramatic Imagination 

of W. B. Yeats (1978) was pioneering in this regard, as it argued for the primacy of an inherently 

dramatic composition in Yeats’s thought, which was an approach that, in sharp contrast to 

Vendler’s argument, presented Yeats as a playwright with an intuitive dramaturgical capacity. 

 

Approaches to Yeats “at Work”, and Yeatsian Texts in the Making 

Another seminal work that argued for Yeats’s competence in playwriting and dramaturgy was 

Peter Ure’s Yeats the Playwright (1963), which was published a decade earlier than the 

majority of the studies mentioned above, but with a similar objective. Although Ure’s book, 

just like the other works with corresponding aims, did not include in depth dramaturgical 

analyses of Yeats’s plays, it did provide something else that later became an important pillar 

of the discourse on Yeats’s playwriting technique. This was the consideration of the plays’ 

revisions which presented Yeats’s stagecraft in the making (focusing mainly on the genealogy 

of The Countess Cathleen), through the investigation of the writing process itself. Ure’s work 

largely contributed to the rise of a process-based, genetic approach in Yeats scholarship, which 

in most cases, was materialised in the publishing of manuscript materials. Jon Stallworthy’s 

Between the Lines: W. B. Yeats’s Poetry in the Making (1963), Curtis Bradford’s Yeats at Work 

(1965), and David R. Clark’s manuscript series [Druid Craft: The Writing of the Shadowy 

Waters (1971), The Writing of the Player Queen (1977), The Black Day: The Manuscripts of 

W. B. Yeats’s Crazy Jane on the Day of Judgement (1980), The Writing of Sophocles’ King 

                                                           
26 “I need a theatre; I believe myself to be a dramatist; I desire to show  events and not merely tell of them; and 

two of my best friends were won for me by my plays, and I seem to myself most alive at the moment when a 

room full of people share the one lofty emotion.” Yeats, Four Plays for Dancers, 86. 
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Oedipus (1989)] are only a few of the line of publications that addressed the issue of textual 

composition, which have remained in the centre of attention in Yeats studies ever since. The 

manuscript series published by Cornell University Press is of special interest for the purpose 

of this dissertation, as it provided the transcriptions for most of the materials I used for the 

scrutiny of the plays’ textual development.27 Although the first publications of Yeats 

manuscripts coincided with, and was partly influenced by, the growing interest in genetic 

criticism in Irish literary studies in the late 1970s (as could be seen in the works of Dirk van 

Hulle in Beckett or that of David Hayman and Sam Slote in Joyce studies), in Yeats scholarship 

the focus of attention remained primarilry on the reconstruction (collection, transcription and 

publication) of manuscript materials rather than on the engagement with them through in-depth 

critical reflections.28 The Cornell series is no exception to this, as in its subsequent volumes 

dedicated to drama, commentaries on Yeats’s dramaturgical decisions are restricted to brief 

introductions and some footnotes. In this respect, we can claim that genetic criticism in Yeats 

studies, but particularly in the field of Yeatsian drama, still has a lot of ground to cover. This 

research project attempts to contribute to the existing scholarship on Yeatsian genetic studies 

by devoting considerable attention to the scrutiny of the playwright’s compositional methods, 

and by adding an important element to the scope of their inquiry, which is the investigation of 

the influence of stage practice on Yeats’s technique of playwriting. 

 

Approaches to Yeats the Theatre-Maker 

Triggered by the endeavours to present Yeats’s playwriting skills through the publication of 

manuscripts, another process-based approach emerged in the late 1970s, which, instead of 

exploring the processes of composition, focused on the processes of staging. After long decades 

of research devoted to the plays’ written material only, scholars began to consider the practical 

elements that provided context for the production of these texts and, instead of investigating 

Yeats the Dramatist, moved on to discuss Yeats the Theatre-Maker. The first study that focused 

on Yeats’s practical contributions to theatre-making was a collection of essays entitled Yeats 

and the Theatre (1975), edited by Robert O'Driscoll and Lorna Reynolds. The volume included 

studies on set design and stage space, and highlighted some of the technical innovations in the 

Abbey that were introduced as a result of Yeats’s formal experimentations in the production of 

his plays. It was in this collection where Yeats’s role in the theatre was first pronounced as 

innovative, and where his practical engagement with theatre production through collaborations 

with other artists came to the fore in the plays’ critical investigation. 

In line with the new perspective on Yeats the Theatre-Maker proposed by O’Driscoll 

and Reynolds, several book-length studies were published in the following years with the 

                                                           
27 The first volume of the Cornell Yeats manuscript series was published in 1982, includes 27 volumes of the 

manuscripts of W. B. Yeats, including all extant versions of his poems, as well as his play and other materials. 

General Editors: Phillip L. Marcus, J. C. C. Mays, Stephen Parrish, Ann Saddlemyer, Jon Stallworthy. Series 

Editors: Plays: David R. Clark, Poems: Richard R. Finneran. 
28 Dirk van Hulle has published extensively on the manuscript genetics of Beckett’s works, and is the author of 

several monographs in the broader field of Irish and modernist manuscript studies. His relevant works include: 

Manuscript Genetics: Joyce’s Know-how, Beckett’s Nohow (2008), Samuel Beckett’s Library (2013), and 

Modern Manuscripts: The Extended Mind and Creative Undoing from Darwin to Beckett and Beyond (2015). 

David Hayman and Sam Slote have contributed broadly to the research on Joyce’s manuscript materials, and are 

the editors of the essay collection Probes: Genetic Studies in Joyce (1995). 
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attempt to cover Yeats’s manifold contributions to the technical development of the Abbey 

theatre. The most exhaustive and informative work on the topic is Liam Miller’s The Noble 

Drama of W. B. Yeats (1977), which, due to the richness and accuracy of its collected materials, 

is still one of the most frequently referenced sources in discourses of Yeats’s stagecraft and 

performance history. One of the greatest merits of Miller’s work is that it provides otherwise 

inaccessible materials regarding the technical specifications of the theatre venues Yeats was 

working in, which is one of the reasons why I use it so extensively in my own research (as 

outlined below). Beside its historical accuracy, Miller’s work has another quality that makes it 

primarily important for the argument of this study, which is its concern with Yeats’s uses of 

space – both in the theatre and in his dramaturgical compositions. Miller devotes considerable 

attention to describing how Yeats and his collaborators worked in and with different spaces, 

and even proposes possible interrelations between the venues themselves and the dramaturgical 

constructions of the plays.29 The interplay of Yeats’s dramatic spaces and the theatre spaces 

where his plays were performed is an important aspect of my research inquiry, and is discussed 

in detail in the following chapters. 

Another seminal work on Yeats’s technical innovations in the Abbey is Players and the 

Painted Stage (1984) by Karen Dorn, in which the author provides further evidence for the 

claim that Yeats was an “experimenter” in stagecraft, and that “during fifty years of writing 

and producing plays, [he] was involved in some of the most innovative theatre of the early 

twentieth century.”30 Dorn describes these innovations as mostly spatial (related to the changes 

in scenography and in the technical facilities of the Abbey stage), and attributes them to the 

playwright’s constant engagement with the productions of his stage pieces in fruitful 

collaborations with such artists as Nugent Monck or Edward Gordon Craig. The book provides 

examples, and in-depth analyses, for how these collaborations influenced the revisions of some 

of Yeats’s play texts, which make the work pioneering in Yeats scholarship, and a successful 

model for a dramaturgical investigation of the plays. The most important conclusion of Dorn’s 

research for the purpose of this study is that the greatest innovation of Yeats’s dramaturgy lies 

in the skilful “coordination of language and movement”, which is a quality that his play texts 

acquired as a result of practice-based revisions.31 Dorn explains that what Yeats always pursued 

in the process of playwriting was “a language that not only acts with the stage space, but grows 

from the movement within it”, which is an observation that highlights the interdependence of 

verbal and non-verbal expression in Yeats’s dramaturgy. 32 While Dorn provides exhaustive 

analyses on the revisions of The Land of Heart’s Desire, The Countess Cathleen and The Hour-

Glass, and mentions some aspects of the dramaturgy envisioned for The Resurrection and some 

of the later plays, she does not include the early dance plays in her investigation – which, 

according to the argument of this study, provide the most important corpus for the 

dramaturgical investigation of the Yeatsian oeuvre, and denote a pivotal point in Yeats’s space 

dramaturgy. My research project attempts to react to the work initiated by Dorn, and amend 

                                                           
29 Miller, in his chapter “The Symbol of a Movement”, refers to possible correlations between Yeats’s later 

works and the architectural arrangements of the Peacock stage, which will be discussed in detail in chapter one. 
30 Dorn, Players and Painted Stage, xi. 
31 Ibid, 20. 
32 Ibid. 
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Dorn’s findings by shifting the focus of attention to the practice-based revisions of Yeats’s first 

dance pieces published in Four Plays for Dancers. 

Similarly to the works by Miller and Dorn, James Flannery’s W.B. Yeats and the Idea 

of a Theatre (1976) interprets Yeats’s plays in the context of the playwright’s achievements as 

a theatre-maker and manager of the Abbey theatre. The focus of the study is both historical and 

analytical, and includes a broad collection of source materials related to the production of the 

plays, and shorter individual analyses of the dramas themselves. The most relevant 

achievement of the work, however, is that it devotes a full chapter to the discussion on actor 

training in relation to Yeatsian drama, which was considered a novelty in Yeats scholarship at 

the time of the book’s publication. In the section on “Yeats and the Actor” Flannery discusses 

aspects of an acting style that he considers as Yeatsian, and which he believes to have been 

defined by the playwright himself. The main argument of the chapter is that, as opposed to the 

common understanding of Yeats being “an archetypical man of letters”, there is evidence for 

his keen awareness of the practical aspects of acting, including the “mechanics” of the uses and 

training of the voice and the body.33 Although the approach of the analysis is more historical 

than practical, it points towards the same conclusion that I already phrased at the beginning of 

this chapter, namely that there is a uniquely Yeatsian acting style that needs to be discovered 

and appropriated in order to perform the plays with greater success and insight.34  

Flannery’s chapter is of prime importance for my research project, not so much for its 

findings, but because it sheds a light on the deep-rooted and persistent problems of using 

practice as a method of research inquiry in Yeats studies. Flannery opens his study with stating 

that many of the conclusions of his book stem from his practical engagement with the plays as 

a director, having directed Calvary and The Resurrection in 1965 at the Dublin Theatre 

Festival.35 This statement suggests that the study would, in some of the related chapters, refer 

to the author’s own practical experience with staging the plays, and would use his insight as 

evidence to justify his conclusions in his dramaturgical analyses. This integration of practice 

into research, however, is missing from the book, even from the chapter on actor training, 

which is dedicated to a topic that would naturally invite observations from the author’s own 

practical expertise. Instead of relying on, or at least integrating some of his own experiences 

with training actors for, Yeats’s plays, Flannery uses Yeats’s essays and letters on the theories 

of acting to justify his claims. This difficulty in connecting the outcomes of theoretical 

investigation with that of practical inquiry is a prevailing problem for Yeats scholarship, even 

within the critical approaches of individual scholars, for which Flannery’s study is a good 

example.  

With the growing international acknowledgement of practice-as-research as a valid 

means of inquiry in theatre studies, some attempts have been made to bridge the well-

maintained gap between readers and doers of Yeats, and to establish the role and stature of the 

Yeatsian research-practitioner. Richard Allen Cave’s actor-friendly edition of the plays 

(Selected Plays, 1997), his practice-based exploration of the dance dramas (as discussed 

above), and Sam McCready’s long-standing involvement in the academic environment of the 

                                                           
33 Flannery, W. B. Yeats and the Idea of a Theatre, 191, 209. 
34 Ibid, 211. 
35 Ibid, xiv. 
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Yeats Summer School between 1998 and 2016 are probably the best examples for an attitude 

that intends to synthesise the qualities of the literary critic and theatre practitioner in Yeats 

studies. However, due to the already mentioned self-generating absences in the fields of 

producing and researching Yeats’s plays, there has been little interest in defining working 

methodologies for such an approach. My project intends to provide one viable solution to fill 

this gap. 

In a reaction to the limitations of the approach of practice-as-research methodologies 

indicated by Flannery’s book, what this study proposes is that research-practitioners 

investigating Yeats’s drama should always turn to the primary material itself for the discovery 

of their dramaturgy or appropriate rehearsal techniques and staging methods. What Yeats knew 

about acting and dramaturgy is all included in the plays themselves, and cannot, and should 

not, be deduced from the playwright’s theoretical reflections. Furthermore, the knowledge 

gained from these practical explorations needs to be incorporated into the research inquiry, and 

the reliance on practical tools should always be clearly indicated and supported by evidence. 

Beside its commentary on the practical aspects of staging Yeats, Flannery’s 

investigation contains another important observation that needs to be considered in relation to 

the goals of this research project. This is the interpretation of Yeats’s dramaturgical methods 

within the context of modernist theatre practices. One of Flannery’s innovations is his proposal 

of a continuity between Yeats’s theatre and the practices of Artaud, Brook, Grotowski and 

Beckett, even though his proposal does not define clear connecting points between the 

approaches of these theatre-makers. Although my research on the dance plays does not intend 

to provide a comprehensive study on Yeats’s practical influences, it does offer some important 

(practical) connecting points to twentieth century and contemporary theatre-making. 

The study that offers a firm theoretical base for these connections is Katharine Worth’s 

The Irish Drama of Europe from Yeats to Beckett (1978), which investigates Yeats’s theatre 

from the perspective of late-twentieth century drama and theatre-making.36 In her book, Worth 

refers to the genesis of the dance plays as a “Yeatsian revolution” in modern European theatre, 

and argues that the innovations of the prominent figures of twentieth-century theatre and drama 

(Synge, O’Casey, Beckett, T. S. Eliot, Artaud, Kantor, Grotowski, Brook, among others) are 

all indebted to Yeats’s ideas explored in the dance plays. For a fitting support for her claim, 

Worth quotes T. S. Eliot, who, in his memorial essay to Yeats, stated that “Yeats had nothing, 

and we have had Yeats. […] I do not know where our debt to his as a dramatist ends – and in 

time, it will not end until that drama itself ends.”37 One of the conclusions Worth makes based 

on this argument is that in the early 1920s, the world, but especially Ireland, was not yet ready 

for Yeats’s revolutionary visions in the theatre. However, the practices of such artists as Artaud, 

Brook, Kantor or Grotowski some decades later “passed [his dramaturgical methods] into 

common sense.”38 Similarly to Dorn, Worth defines Yeats’s biggest innovation as 

predominantly spatial, which was manifested in the breaking of the fourth wall between 

                                                           
36 Another study with a similar scope is Michael McAteer’s Yeats and European Drama, which positions Yeats 

into the canon of twentieth-century modernist theatre, and discusses Yeats’s dramatic output in the light of 

international dramatic movements. 
37 Eliot, ‘Yeats: The First annual Yeats Lecture, delivered to the Friend of the Irish Academy at the Abbey 

Theatre, Dublin, in 1940’, reprinted in On Poetry and Poets, 252-62. 
38 Worth, The Irish Drama of Europe, 197. 
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spectators and the audience.39 Another aspect of the plays that Worth highlights as pioneering 

is their inherent open-endedness, which she asserts is due to the fact that they were written to 

be staged with newly composed music and original dance choreographies.40 According to 

Worth’s argument, both of these features make the plays exceptionally dependent on 

performance, which leads to the same conclusion that I made earlier regarding the necessity of 

Yeats productions for the plays’ full realisation. In her conclusions, Worth phrases an urgent 

need for Yeats performances, and argues that due to audiences’ familiarity with the 

dramaturgical developments in modern theatre after the 1970s, “we should before long have 

more chances of seeing the plays in performance in a theatre which owes so much of this 

Irish/European drama.”41 

 In her chapter on “the vitality of Yeatsian theatre”, Worth acknowledges that due to the 

abiding lack of performances, much of the plays’ dramaturgical features are still undiscovered, 

and suggests that in order to facilitate a better understanding of these features, Yeats 

performances should be conducted by adapting some kind of research methodology. For this, 

she suggests two main approaches: to discover the plays by applying one common style to all 

of them (“There is certainly a case for a company developing a house style emphasising what 

the plays have in common.”), or by adapting various styles for their production to assess the 

different outcomes they might create  (“there must be room too for exactly the opposite 

approach, the producer feeling free to vary his style from one play to another or in different 

productions of the same play. There would be plenty of support for this free approach in Yeats’s 

own practice.”)42 With my research inquiry, I determined that there is a need to explore possible 

answers for the suggestions made by Worth by applying both of these practical approaches in 

staging Yeats’s dance plays, and to establish a dialogic relationship between her study and the 

outcomes of my investigation. The fact that up until 2020 there has been no attempt to build 

upon these suggestions, which were made in the late 1970s, is another telling figure of the 

current state of research in drama within the field of Yeats studies, which firmly justifies the 

necessity and (long overdue) relevance of this research. 

 

Comparative approaches to Yeats and the Japanese Noh 

Alongside the literary and more practice-focused interpretations of the Yeatsian dramatic 

oeuvre, there is another well-established approach in Yeats scholarship which, albeit having 

one of the longest history in the field, is still frequently applied in the discourse on the plays. 

This is the interpretation of Yeats’s dramas, most specifically the dance plays, in comparison 

to the genre of the Japanese Noh, and to some of the individual Noh plays. The basis of the 

comparison is evident: it was the genre of the Noh drama and the spatial arrangements of 

Japanese theatre venues that provided Yeats with the most suitable models for his 

dramaturgical inventions. The topic has thus provided a rich ground for comparative analyses 

on the basis of the plays’ textual composition, thematic concerns, and intended performance 

                                                           
39 Worth uses the phrase “confrontation of actors and audience” many times in her analysis, which denotes a 

certain kind of discomfort that these interactions generate. In my analysis, I provide many examples of how this 

discomfort could be manifested in performance. Worth, The Irish Drama of Europe, 52. 
40 Ibid, 44. 
41 Ibid, 10. 
42 Ibid. 
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styles. Until the late 1990s, the governing perspective in studies that applied the comparative 

method was predominantly judgemental and appeared to be prejudiced against Yeatsian drama. 

Scholars, such as Richard Taylor, Leonard C. Pronko, Masaru Sekine and Christopher Murray 

(as detailed below), tended to interpret the dance plays as poor copies or as misinterpreted 

versions of their Japanese originals. The plays were often labelled as inappropriate and 

outdated based on their inherent mythological and spiritual context, which were features that, 

according to comparative analyses, Yeats had adapted and appropriated from the plays’ Noh 

predecessors. In his book-length study on the thematic and poetic correlations of the Noh and 

the dance plays, The Drama of W. B. Yeats: Irish Myth and the Japanese Noh (1976), Richard 

Taylor argues that “the real failure of the dance dramas lies in the fact that their subject matter 

had even less relevance to the lives and sensibilities of his audience than the earlier plays”, 

because the stories about the encounters with ghosts and other creatures of the supernatural 

have “little apparent relationship with either modern needs or outlook.”43 Another argument 

against Yeats’s appropriation of the Noh was that Irish audiences lacked the appropriate 

cultural knowledge (both in mythology and in performance history) that would have enabled 

them to understand and appreciate such a highly stylised means of theatre-making that Yeats 

was proposing in his dance plays. As Leonard C. Pronko writes in Theater of East and West: 

Perspectives towards a Total Theater (1967): “It was a mistake for Yeats to believe that he 

could give us anything resembling the Noh drama when he was writing so completely out of 

context for an audience that, no matter how select, would also be out of context. Whatever the 

poetic virtues of At the Hawk’s Well and Calvary, they do not capture the spirit of Noh, because 

it cannot be caught in words alone.”44  

 The growing interest in the practical aspects of staging Yeats in the late 1970s brought 

a change to the analytical focus of comparative Yeats studies as well. Instead of to “words 

alone”, scholars devoted more attention to discovering and critically engaging with the 

dramaturgical patterns, playing styles and staging solutions that Yeats “borrowed” from the 

Noh. Nevertheless, interpretations remained largely dismissive, referring to the differences 

between the Noh playing style and the dramaturgical intentions proposed by the dance plays 

as shortcomings or misunderstandings on Yeats’s side. A good example of this critical attitude 

is formulated in the study by Masaru Sekine and Christopher Murray, Yeats and the Noh: A 

Comparative Study (1990), in which the authors argue that the dramaturgical composition of 

the dance plays is insufficient and unfinished compared to that of the Noh plays, and declare 

Yeats’s skills in stagecraft simply as “amateur”. In their conclusion, Sekine and Murray write: 

 

As is apparent from the comparative analyses undertaken in the earlier chapters of this 

book, there is a lack of finish in the plays, a failure to follow up inspirations and to 

complete the promise inherent in the material. In particular, the lack of consideration 

given to the dance itself, its nature, timing, and relation to the style of each play, is 

disappointing.[…] His attitude towards these dance plays was, it must be said, too 

aristocratic, too amateur, to achieve their full potential.45 

                                                           
43 Taylor, The Drama of W. B. Yeats, 119. 
44 Pronko, Theater of East and West, 72. 
45 Sekine and Murray, Yeats and the Noh, 119. 
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In current scholarship on Yeats and the Noh (from the 2000s), dismissive or openly derogatory 

interpretations of the dance plays in comparison to the traditional Japanese form are sparse, 

which is largely due to the gradual shift of focus in scholars’ approach in defining the salient 

feature of Yeats’s genre. Instead of merely comparing the plays and their generic features to 

their alleged Noh equivalents, studies have started to engage with Yeats’s Noh-influences in 

much broader terms, and have discussed the relevant performance aspects of Japanese theatre 

as a useful context to understand and further explore Yeats’s dramaturgy. These works all 

acknowledge the dance plays as a fully developed genre in its own right, and advocate their 

scrutiny in relation to, but not strictly speaking on the basis of the Noh. Some good examples 

for this more holistic comparative approach are the book-length studies by Anna Mária Nagy 

(Yeats and the Japanese Noh: Structural Modifications of the Japanese Noh in Yeats’s The 

Only Jealousy of Emer, 2002), and Jean-Paul G. Potet (Yeats and Noh, 2015), and the articles 

of Eileen Kato, Yoko Sato, and Hae-Kyung Sung (all published between 2000 and 2020). 

Another recent approach in the field of comparative Yeats studies have moved the scope 

of inquiry to the intercultural aspects of the dance plays’ linkage to Noh. Several studies have 

been published, for example, on the contemporary production, reception, and manifold re-

appropriations of Yeats’s drama in Japan. As a part of this initiative, there have been attempts 

to “re-convert” Yeats’s dance plays to their “authentic” Noh or Kyogen forms, with the 

intention to assess their availability for contemporary Japanese and international audiences.46 

The most interesting cross-cultural venture of this kind was the staging of a re-converted Cat 

and the Moon in 2015 (directed by Kaoru Matsumoto, with a commentary by Akiko Manabe), 

which was performed in Japanese by trained kyogen actors, and had several performances both 

in Japan and in Ireland.47 The growing interest in the production of the dance plays in Japan 

(both in the version Yeats imagined them in, and in their “re-converted” Japanese forms) and 

in intercultural environments underlines the importance of Yeatsian drama in contemporary 

theatre practice, and opens up new perspectives in the field of comparative Yeats studies. 

 With my research project I would like to connect to the findings of existing scholarship 

on Yeasian dance drama and the Noh, by focusing primarily on aspects of performance 

practice. From these aspects, the most important one for the purpose of this research is the use 

of space, which refers mainly to the spatial arrangement of performance venues and to the 

placement and movement of actors. In my argument, I investigate the similarities between the 

space use of Yeatsian drama and Japanese Noh, by providing in-depth analyses of how the re-

appropriated features of Japanese space dramaturgy contributed to the creation of an organic 

system in Yeats’s dance plays. The study also addresses the question of reception and cross-

                                                           
46 A good example for the cross-cultural re-conversion of Yeats’s plays was the Japanese Noh-version of The 

Dreaming of the Bones (Hone-no-Yume), directed by Masaru Sekine. The production premierred in 2012 at the 

Waseda Culture and Arts Week at the Waseda University, Tokyo, and was part of the experimental theatre 

project “Theatre Project Si” curated by Sekine. The Theatre Project aimed at staging cross-cultural productions 

by European dramatists in Japanese forms (Noh and Kyogen), and produced Shakespeare’s Macbeth and King 

Lear, and Yeats’s The Dreaming of the Bones in Japan. I obtained information on these projects from Sekine via 

private email correspondence in September 2014. Details on the production of The Dreaming of the Bones can 

be found on Waseda University’s website: https://yab.yomiuri.co.jp/adv/wol/dy/culture/120822.html  
47 On the director’s commentary on staging the play see: Matsumoto, “A Kyogen version of Yeats’ ‘Kiogen’: 

On Directing The Cat and the Moon in Japan.”  

https://yab.yomiuri.co.jp/adv/wol/dy/culture/120822.html


Introduction 

 

17 

 

cultural interpretations of Yeats dramas by pointing out how a general knowledge of, or training 

in, the traditional forms of Japanese Noh on the theatre-makers’ side could contribute to the 

successful production of Yeats’s plays, and how this background knowledge can lead to further 

correspondences between the Noh and Yeats’s own genre. 

Furthermore, in an attempt to challenge the above quoted claims regarding the alleged 

inaccessibility and unfinished nature of the plays, this research provides a new approach for 

their interpretation, which is based on the physical exploration of the play texts. This study 

argues that Yeats’s dance plays are, in fact, accessible both to Irish and international audiences, 

and the most important feature that makes them so is their “unfinished nature”, which makes 

them predominantly reliant on non-verbal means of expression. The practice-as-research 

component of this study provides examples for how the exploration of these non-verbal means 

(in the forms of dance, movement and music) could contribute to the successful integration of 

Yeats’s plays to the contemporary theatre scene, both in Ireland and overseas. 

 

Interdisciplinary Approaches to Yeatsian Drama 

Other important approaches in interpreting Yeatsian drama are interdisciplinary investigations 

that integrate the perspectives and research methodologies of related disciplines to the 

discourse on the plays. There are two important interdisciplinary areas of research that need to 

be highlighted in relation to this project, which are: studies in the occult and religious ritual, 

and dance studies. 

 Yeats’s keen interest in, and close engagement with, the philosophy and practices of 

the occult is a well-researched and broadly documented topic, with a long list of academic 

publications addressing the playwright’s involvement in the circles of the spiritual order of the 

Golden Dawn, his experiments with automatic writing, and the formation of his philosophical 

system summarised in A Vision. The foundations of occult studies related to Yeats’s thought 

are laid down by the works of George Mills Harper, Kathleen Raine, and Margaret Mills 

Harper, with more recent contributions to the field by Neil Mann, whose studies focus on the 

genesis and on the construction of ideas described in A Vision.48 The plays’ interrelations with 

the symbolism and ideational structures of Yeats’s philosophical system is generally 

acknowledged (as argued in the already mentioned works by Vendler, Parkin or G. M. Harper). 

However, there is another aspect to the linkage between occult practices, religious rituals, and 

the Yeatsian dramatic oeuvre that had not received much critical attention until early 2000s, 

and that needs to be addressed and discussed further in the context of this research. This is the 

interpretation of religious rituals, ceremonies and séances as alternative dramaturgies that 

might have influenced the dramatic composition of Yeats’s dance plays. In her book on the 

joint artistic-spiritual venture of W. B. and George Yeats in formulating their philosophical 

system described in A Vision, (A Wisdom of Two: The Spiritual and Literary Collaboration of 

George W. B. Yeats, 2006), Margaret Mills Harper emphasises the inherent theatricality of 

mediumship, and compares the ritualistic sittings and “sleeps” of the Yeatses to evoke the dead 

                                                           
48 See: George Mills Harper, Yeats’s Golden Dawn, The Making of Yeats’s A Vision, and the three volumes of 

Yeats’s Vision Papers in which G. M. Harper was general editor; Raine, Yeats the Initiate, Margaret Mills 

Harper, The Wisdom of Two, and both versions of Yeats’s A Vision that M. M. Harper co-edited with Catherine 

E. Paul; Mann, A Reader’s Guide to Yeats’s A Vision. 
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to the act of a theatre performance, in which an “apparitional world” is called to life on the 

stage.49 Besides highlighting the performative quality of séances, Harper’s comparison points 

out important similarities between the dramaturgies of occult ritualistic activities and the 

working mechanism of dramatic texts, focusing mostly on the analogies between acting and 

mediumship. While Harper’s work suggests a direct influence of occult practices on Yeats’s 

own dramaturgical constructions, it does not include specific details on how this influence 

manifests in the dance plays themselves. In my discussion, I augment Harper’s argument by 

providing in-depth analyses of how the activities of séances and other types of occult rituals 

influenced the dramaturgical constructions of The Dreaming of the Bones, Calvary, and some 

of Yeats’s later dance plays. 

 Another type of ritual dramaturgy is analysed in Alexandra Poulain’s study on Irish 

drama and the passion play (Irish Drama, Modernity and the Passion Play, 2016), in which 

Poulain discusses the generic similarities between ritualistic enactments of the canonical 

passion narrative and Yeats’s Calvary. In my analysis of the play, I extend the scope of 

Poulain’s comparison to the dramaturgies of religious processions, and investigate how Yeats 

re-appropriated and subverted the performative traditions of Roman Catholic rituals in his most 

controversial dance play. 

 In contrast to the long-standing legacy of critical thought on the topic of Yeats, the 

occult, and religious rituals, discussions on Yeats and dance only started to gain a prominent 

role in Yeats studies in the past two decades. The most obvious reason for this is the general 

marginalisation of professional practical and critical engagement with dance in Ireland and in 

the broader field of Irish studies.50 The other factor that contributed to this absence was the 

lack of available source materials on the history of dance and individual dancers in an Irish 

context, which, as a result of the growing interest in the field in recent years, has started to 

change for the better. The most important contributions to mapping these “missing” dance 

histories of Ireland are Deirdre Mulrooney’s Irish Moves: An Illustrated History of Dance and 

Physical Theatre in Ireland (2006), A History of Irish Ballet from 1927 to 1963 by Victoria 

O’Brien (2011), and Dance Theatre in Ireland: Revolutionary Moves (2013) by Aoife 

McGrath. The context in which Yeats’s drama is mentioned in these works is the production 

history of the playwright’s collaborations with two dance artists, Michio Ito and Ninette de 

Valois, which are discussed from the perspective of the dancers’ contribution to the 

performances of the dance plays. Similar approaches are employed in those studies that provide 

more detailed analyses of these collaborations: Mary Fleischer’s Embodied Texts: Symbolist 

Playwright-Dancer Collaborations (2007), Richard Allen Cave’s Collaborations (2011), and 

Carrie J. Preston’s Learning to Kneel: Noh, Modernism, and Journeys in Teaching (2017) all 

contain important information on the performance history of the dance dramas, and on the 

artistic and biographical background of Ito and de Valois. Although all of these studies 

acknowledge the important impact these collaborations had on the artistic vision and working 

                                                           
49 Mills Harper, A Wisdom of Two, 160. 
50 In Dance Theatre in Ireland, Aoife McGrath uses the term “marginalised corporealities” to describe the 19th 

and 20th century dismissal of danced forms of artistic expression from the Irish stages (and consequently, from 

academic discourse), which, according to McGrath, only began to change in the 1990s. McGrath attributes the 

nation’s overly prejudiced approach towards the dancing body to Ireland’s rootedness in Catholic dogmatism 

and to the social views that were shaped according to it. McGrath, Dance Theatre in Ireland, 10, 54. 
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methods of Yeats, none of them addresses the question of how this influence is manifested in 

the textual composition of the plays. 

 In her work on the interrelations of modern dance and literature (Literature, 

Modernism, and Dance, 2013), Susan Jones elaborates on the varying ways how different 

forms of dance influenced the writing styles of modernist writers. Similarly to the authors 

mentioned above, Jones mentions Yeats in relation to his personal involvement in the creation 

of danced forms of theatre performance, and discusses the playwright’s interest in the art and 

work of modernist dancers. The most important argument of Jones’s book for the purpose of 

this research, however, does not relate to Yeats, but to Beckett. Jones argues that as a result of 

his keen interest and growing expertise in modern dance, Beckett’s writing technique acquired 

a certain choreographic quality, which endowed his late prose and drama with innate 

choreographic references and a consciously structured movement dramaturgy. Building on 

Jones’s claim, one of the core arguments of this research is that similarly to Beckett, Yeats was 

a conscious choreographer, who, as a result of his collaborations with modernist dancers, 

acquired the appropriate skills in movement dramaturgy to compose pieces with an innate 

choreographic design. Yeats developed and refined these choreographic structures through the 

plays’ practice-based revisions, with the intention to make his dance dramas rely as much on 

the meaning-making power of movement and dance as on verbal expression.  

A similar interpretation of the plays is raised by Sylvia C. Ellis in her book The Plays 

of W. B. Yeats: Yeats and the Dancer (1999), in which Ellis dedicates a full chapter to unfolding 

the dramaturgical possibilities of dance in the Yeatsian dramatic oeuvre, analysing specific 

examples of how movement serves to “further the narrative and embody the conflict” in the 

dance plays’ composition.51 Nonetheless, Ellis’s dramaturgical analysis restricts the scope of 

research to those parts of the plays where a dance is indicated in the text, leaving other types 

of stage movement, stage placement, and the spatial arrangement of playing venues out of the 

discussion. This approach suggests that the dance sequences are the only elements in the plays’ 

structure where movement could gain a choreographic quality or a narrative function. It also 

implies that the general movement-map and the spatial relations of the plays as defined by 

Yeats are less worthy of dramaturgical analyses than the dance sequences. I suggest that a more 

inclusive method should be applied in analysing Yeatsian dance drama, a method that considers 

all kinds of stage movement and the use of space as part of the plays’ dramaturgical structure, 

and that interprets the whole construction of instructed and implied movements as 

choreography. In my analysis, I provide textual, historical, and practical evidence for Yeats’s 

reliance on these textually embedded choreographies, and, though the means of my practice-

as-research inquiry, propose a method to use them for the purpose of actor training and in the 

staging of Yeats’s dance plays. 

 

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK, AND OTHER RELATED FIELDS OF RESEARCH 

Besides being in dialogue with the findings of related approaches in Yeats studies, the scope 

of this investigation intersects with four other research disciplines, all of which contribute to 

the formation of the theoretical framework and methodology of the study. These are: studies in 

                                                           
51 Ellis, The Plays of W.B. Yeats, 266. 
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dramaturgy, theories of space and place, dance studies, and methodologies of actor training. 

The following section summarises how my research inquiry integrates some important terms 

and concepts of the theoretical background of these disciplines into its argumentation. 

 

Studies in Dramaturgy 

As I have already outlined in the opening section of the introduction, the focus of the research 

project is on Yeats’s work in dramaturgy. Due to the manifold interpretations of the concept, 

the term requires further definition for its specific applications in throughout the dissertation. 

In the etymological overview of the concept in The Routledge Companion to Dramaturgy 

(2015), Magda Romanska defines dramaturgy as follows: 

 

In its broader and earliest definition, dramaturgy means a comprehensive theory of 

“play making.” The original Greek compound word, dramatourgos, meant simply a 

play maker, play composer, that is, a playwright. According to Aristotle, the root word 

“drama” came from the Attic verb that simply meant “action” (δραν = “to do” or “to 

make”). The second morpheme, “tourgos”, was derived from the Greek word “ergo” 

(έργο = “work” or “composition”), which meant “working together”.52 

 

There are two key words in this passage that need to be highlighted in the context of this 

research, as they could be used best to describe Yeats’s dramaturgical engagement with the 

plays in question. These are: “composition” and “working together”. Composition (both as 

noun and verb) here refers firstly to Yeats’s work on the plays’ textual composition, which, in 

the case of the dance plays also means composition of poetic imagery and form. Secondly, it 

signifies the composition of the various performance elements that Yeats integrated to the 

structure of the plays. In my analysis, I rely on Worth’s interpretation of this aspect of Yeats’s 

dramaturgy, in which she defined the close interplay and structured composition of these 

elements as “total theatre”, comparing Yeats’s use of dance, masked movement, poetic text, 

and music to the Wagnerian ideal of Gesamtkunstwerk.53 Based on the above described 

conceptualisations of the term, a dramaturgical analysis of the plays attempts to discover how 

these different performance elements (both textual and non-textual) work together in live 

performance, in real space and time, and in front of an audience. 

 There is another, more recent interpretation of dramaturgy that is relevant here, and is 

integrated into the theoretical framework of this study. This is Kathy Turner’s definition of the 

concept as inherently spatial, being inseparable from, and in constant interplay with, the 

                                                           
52 Romanska, The Routledge Companion to Dramaturgy, 1. 
53 Worth, The Irish Drama of Europe, 58-59. Yeats’s indebtedness to Wagner’s ideals in staging and dramatic 

composition is noted both in his letters and in his essays. In a letter to Arthur Symons on 3 August 1905, Yeats 

comments on Symons’s essay “The Ideas of Richard Wagner” (published in the Quarterly Review two months 

earlier) that it helped him greatly in revising his play, the Shadowy Waters: “The Wagnerian essay touches my 

own theories at several points, and enlarges them at one or two.” Wade, Letters, 458-9. The interrelations of the 

theories of Wagner, Yeats, and Arthur Symons are discussed in detail in A. J. Bate’s article, “Yeats and the 

Symbolist Aesthetic”. 

Yeats’s published letters will be referenced throughout the dissertation by their number as published in Allan 

Wade’s Letters. Unpublished letters will be referenced by date and addressee only, as they appear in The 

Collected Letters of W. B. Yeats. InteLex Electronic Edition. Access provided by NUI Galway. 
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architecture and spatial arrangement of the environments of theatre performances. In her study, 

Dramaturgy and Architecture: Theatre, Utopia and the Built Environment (2015), Turner aims 

to “reclaim the concept of dramaturgy for its useful application to spatiality in performance, by 

considering it through the lens of architecture.”54 Although Turner’s definition primarily relates 

to the interrelations of dramaturgy and the architecture of built environments, it also integrates 

the play text, and the “conceptualisation and production of space in the theatre event” into its 

focus.55 Turner’s space-focused perspective is doubly relevant in the scrutiny of Yeats’s 

dramaturgical methods, as the playwright’s innovations in dramatic composition in the dance 

plays primarily relate to his uses of space – both on the page and on the stage. In full accordance 

with Turner’s approach in emphasising the importance of spatiality in dramaturgy, this study 

investigates aspects of the dance plays’ space dramaturgy – a term that I use to define all of 

those features of a play’s dramatic composition that refer to its spatial relations, both in its 

textual design (e.g. references to settings, locations and characters’ movements as indicated in 

the text) and performance structure (e.g. actors’ placement and movement on the stage, the 

arrangement of the performance space, the positioning of the audience). 

 

Theories of Space and Place 

In order to further discuss what kind of features the space dramaturgy of the dance plays entail 

in the context of this research, it is important to define the foundational concepts that my 

dramaturgical analysis is grounded on, which point to the theoretical considerations of space 

and place. As this project focuses primarily on practical applications of space in the context of 

existing or intended theatre performances, theoretical and philosophical aspects of space and 

place are not going to be discussed in considerable detail. However, due to the inherent 

terminological ambiguities in this area of research, a brief clarification of how I use certain 

ideas or terms that derive from this field is necessary. 

 In my spatial analysis of the dance plays, I rely on the conceptualisation of the notions 

of space and place by Yi-Fu Tuan and Edward S. Casey. In his influential humanistic study of 

geography, Space and Place: The Perspective of Experience (1977), Tuan elaborates on the 

importance of spatiality in human existence, and provides definitions for the two concepts, 

which he describes as the “basic components of the lived world.”56 Although Tuan 

acknowledges that space and place “require each other for definition”, he distinguishes the two 

ideas, claiming the former to be more abstract and less stable than the latter.57 Space is a 

transitional, ever-changing context, constantly in the state of becoming, without identifiable 

points of reference, set boundaries or a clearly defined end. Place, in contrast, is stable and 

secure, with a definable atmosphere and a set of locational qualities. Space can be transformed 

into place through human mediation, and a process of domestication, which makes us able to 

mark its spatio-temporal boundaries. As Tuan phrases it: “What begins as undifferentiated 

space becomes place as we get to know it better and endow it with value. […]Furthermore, if 

we think of space as that which allows movement, then place is pause; each pause in movement 

                                                           
54 Turner, Dramaturgy and Architecture, 2. 
55 Ibid. 
56 Tuan, Space and Place, 3. 
57 Ibid, 6. 
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makes it possible for location to be transformed into place.”58 In Getting Back into Place: 

Toward a Renewed Understanding of the Place-world (1993), Casey, building on Tuan’s 

theorisation of the two concept, elaborates on how these “pauses in movement” have become 

increasingly important in our everyday life. Casey highlights the threats that belie in the 

constant motion that he claims have resulted in the predominance of space over place in our 

lived experience. He argues that “the increased mobility” and “incessant motion” of modern 

and postmodern times have led to “the loss of places that can serve as lasting scenes of 

experience and reflection and memory”.59 For this reason, to fight the latent “place-panic” of 

our abstracted, “speed-bound” world, “each of us attempts to move from the discomfort of 

disorientation […] to find our way in place.”60  

Recent theoretical applications of Casey’s argument for society’s basic need for the 

domestication of space point towards the understanding of the theatre as a fitting context for 

place-making, and of the theatre performance as an act of individual and collective 

reconnection with “experience, reflection and memory”.61 This place-making quality of theatre 

performances is doubly relevant in an Irish context, where, as Chirstopher Murray argued in 

Twentieth Century Irish Drama: Mirrors up to Nation (2000), the foundations of a professional 

theatre scene were laid down with the intention to “define and sustain a national consciousness” 

by reconnecting audiences with their own cultural memory.62 In their “topo-analysis” of Irish 

performance history, Mapping Irish Theatre: Theories of Space and Place (2015), Chris 

Morash and Shaun Richards provide several examples for Irish attempts for collective place-

making in the act of theatre performances.63 In their “topo-analysis” of Irish theatre history, 

Morash and Richards devote considerable attention to Yeatsian drama in performance in 

relation to its representations of Irish places and spaces, some acpects of which will be 

referenced later in the main chapters of the dissertation.64   

 It needs to be mentioned that although the above outlined conceptual differences in the 

notions of space and place form the basis of my theoretical investigations, in the context of live 

theatre performances, and especially in productions of Yeatsian drama, making a clear 

distinction between the the two concepts is problematic. During the act of any theatre 

performance, an “undifferentiated space” (such as the theatre auditorium or an “empty space”) 

can be transformed into a familiar place, through the shared mediation of the actors and the 

audience, and closed places (such as, indeed, the theatre auditorium or an “empty space”) could 

be opened up to become spaces by the evocative power of stage movement and poetry. Due to 

the unstable nature of this binary in the context of performance, in my discussion (especially 

                                                           
58 Ibid. 
59 Casey, Getting Back into Place, xiii. 
60 Ibid, 28, 39. 
61 Important examples for studies that focus on cultural imagination, experience and memory in the context of 

Irish theatre history are Gerry Smith’s Space and the Irish Cultural Imagination (2001), Helen Heusner Lojek’s 

The Spaces of Irish Drama (2011), and Lisa Fitzgerald’s Re-Place: Irish Theatre Environments (2017). 
62 Murray, Twentieth Century Irish Drama: Mirros up to Nation, 3. 
63 The term topo-analysis originates from Gaston Bachelard’s The Poetics of Space (1964), and refers to the 

systematic examination of the human psyche though its relationships to places, sites, and dwellings (with a 

special focus on the house as a place of habitation). I use Bachelard’s term to describe the space-focused 

investigations of literary texts or theatre performances. Bachelard, xxxvii. 
64 See the chapters “Making space”, “Staging place”, and “Spaces of modernity and modernism” in Morash and 

Richards, Mapping Irish Theatre, 6-75. 
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in its PaR sections), I refrain from a stringent use of the terminology as defined by Tuan and 

Casey, and allow certain overlaps between the applications of the two concepts. For instance, 

in some of its occurrences, I use space as a countable noun, mostly in the compound denoting 

a type of space, which refers to a non-particular but definite kind of site or dwelling, such as a 

hill, a road, or a mountain. I use place mostly to describe specific locations, within or outside 

the world of the plays, which could be existing (e.g. Thoor Balllylee, Corcomroe Abbey), 

imagined or mythical (e.g. Baile’s strand, Cuchulain’s Castle, Emer’s house). 

 Besides the binary-concept of space and place, I integrate four other types of spatial 

signifiers into my analysis. I differentiate between dramatic space, theatre space, stage space 

and performance space. In my definitions of these concepts, I rely on the theoretical 

foundations of semiotic and phenomenological approaches to theatre and performance studies, 

as described in the works of Anne Ubersfeld (Reading Theatre, 1999), Michael Issacharoff 

(Discourse as Performance, 1989), and Gay McAuley (Space in Performance: Making 

Meaning in the Theatre, 2000). By dramatic space I understand the abstract space-map of the 

play that is constructed in and by the play text. It includes all the places and spaces that the 

play’s written material refers to either in the dialogues or stage directions, and incorporates 

characters’ placement and movement both in the play’s locations and settings, and in relation 

to each other. The terms theatre space, stage space and performance space refer to the specific 

venues and their spatial arrangements where the plays are staged. The theatre space signifies 

the staging venue itself, and refers to the entirety of a purpose-built theatre building, with 

specific architectural features and spatial arrangements. The term stage space signifies the area 

allocated for the performance, which is distinct from the area where the audience is positioned. 

In most cases, stage space refers to a particular area within the theatre space, but it is possible 

to talk about stage spaces in found performance venues or even outdoors, if there is a 

mechanical divide between the players and the audience. Performance space is the broadest 

term from all three, denoting the area where the performance takes place, let it be indoors, 

outdoors, divided from, or in a shared space with, the audience.  

In the first part of the plays’ analysis, I provide a detailed scrutiny of how Yeats 

developed the dramatic space for each of his plays during the dramas’ textual composition. 

Then, I turn to examine how the dramatic space of the plays were manifested in actual physical 

space during the course of the dramas’ first performances. Lastly, I analyse how the dramatic 

space of the plays were embodied in contemporary performance environments (both in 

purpose-built theatres and in alternative playing venues), as part of my practice-as-research 

inquiry. 

 

Dance Studies 

In the section summarising the relevant interdisciplinary approaches to Yeats, I already 

elaborated on some of the key ideas that this study integrates from the discourses on Yeats and 

dance. I positioned my research in dialogue with those works that aimed at investigating 

Yeats’s choreographies, and claimed that in the dance dramas it is not only the dance sequences 

that have choreographic qualities but the text, and through that, the plays’ implied and 

instructed stage movements as well. Since the theoretical foundations of the concept of 
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choreography reach beyond the scope of interdisciplinary approaches to Yeats, its relevant 

definitions and features should be discussed within the conceptual framework of dance studies. 

 According to the Dance Encyclopedia (1949), edited by Anatole Chujoy and P. W. 

Manchester, choreography refers to the act of “composing dances and ballet.”65 More recent 

definitions interpret the concept in much broader terms, not only as the arrangement of dances, 

but as the composition of movement. In her study on European choreographic practice, 

Choreographing Problems: Expressive Concepts in Contemporary Dance and Performance 

(2015), Bojana Cvejić defines choreography as “the organisation of movement in time and 

space.”66 In the context of Yeatsian dance drama, the term should be applied in its broader 

meaning, denoting the playwright’s conscious and structured composition of movement 

created by and through the characters, as indicated both in the dialogues and in the stage 

directions. 

 One important aspect of choreography that this study addresses is the relationship of 

corporeal expression to the plays’ plot and intended means of storytelling. My textual and 

practical investigation of Yeats’s choreographies in the dance plays show that most of these 

elements carry some kind of narrative function, and contribute to the overall meaning-making 

process of the plays in performance. This narrative quality of corporeality brings Yeats’s dance 

dramas closest to those genres of danced theatre performances that prioritise storytelling over 

purely aesthetic means of movement, such as mime or narrative ballet. However, in the dance 

plays, movement is always synthesised with verbal expression, which expands their generic 

categorisation to a performance style that, according to current use of performance 

terminology, could be classified as physical theatre.67 From the many definitions of physical 

theatre, the one that most aptly describes its relevance with regard to Yeats is Dymphna 

Callery’s description, in which she refers to it as an approach where theatre-makers “reclaim 

the language of the body”, and “question the hierarchy of words” in the course of the 

performance.68 It is important to note that while the plays’ traditional classification as poetic 

drama refers to a style of writing (“a play written in verse”), the term physical theatre denotes 

a style of performance. In my analysis, I argue that the two interpretations are therefore 

compatible, and call for the need of an actor training method that facilitates the staging of plays 

written in verse, performed by the means of physical theatre. 

Actor Training Methodologies 

As I noted before, one of the major aims of this research is to provide a practice-based 

exploration and structured analysis of such a method as described above, with the intention to 

                                                           
65 Dance Encyclopedia, 200. 
66 Cvejić, Choreographing Problems, 8. 
67 A similar interpretation of the dance plays is raised by Aoife McGrath in Dance Theatre in Ireland, where 

McGrath refers to the “intertwining dialogue” of movement and text in Yeatsian drama as a quality that makes 

the plays “important predecessors of dance theatre” in Ireland. McGrath, Dance Theatre in Ireland, 39. 

Although the terms dance theatre and physical theatre could be used interchangeably, there is a slight difference 

between their implications regarding the aspect of narration. While dance theatre is commonly used to describe 

performances that include choreographed movement of any kind, physical theatre refers to a performance style 

in which corporeality functions as a means of storytelling. As in Yeats’s dance dramas, movement largely 

contributes to the process of meaning-making in performance, the latter term is more appropriate for their 

classification. 
68 Callery, Through the Body: A Practical Guide to Physical Theatre, 7. 
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facilitate practical approaches to performing and studying Yeats’s plays. The foundations of 

this method, which I refer to as a choreographic approach, are based on my practical 

experience with staging three of Yeats’s dance dramas: At the Hawk’s Well in 2015, The Only 

Jealousy of Emer in 2018, and The Dreaming of the Bones in 2019. In all of the three working 

processes, I integrated some ideas, stylistic approaches, and exercises from established acting 

and dance training methodologies, all of which rely heavily on physical exercise and different 

uses of corporeal expression. These methodologies are: the Michael Chekhov Technique, 

developed by actor-director Michael Chekhov in the late 1920, Contact Improvisation, created 

by dancer-choreographer Steve Paxton in the 1970s, and Clown through Mask (or The 

Canadian Clowning Technique), originally devised by clown-actor Richard Pochinko in the 

late 1970s, and further developed by actor-director Sue Morrison. My choices in employing 

these approaches in the development of my own method were based on the fact that all of them 

were grounded on a psycho-physical approach to acting, which means that their exercises 

engaged both the body and the creative imagination. I found the close interplay of physical 

stimuli and mental and emotional reactions in these techniques a fertile ground for further 

methodological experiments, which seemed particularly suitable in the exploration of Yeats’s 

dramatic vision. 

 Although I consulted the major written sources for the above mentioned methodologies 

[To the Actor: On the Technique of Acting (1953) by Michael Chekhov, Contact Quarterly's 

Contact Improvisation Sourcebook: Collected Writings and Graphics from Contact Quarterly 

Dance Journal, 1975-1992 (1997), edited by Nancy Stark Smith and Lisa Nelson, and Clown 

through Mask (2013) by Veronica Coburn and Sue Morrison], most of my familiarity with, and 

inspiration deriving from, these approaches are drawn from my own practical engagement with 

them through workshops. I learned aspects of the Michael Chekhov Technique from Max 

Hafler as part of an MA training class at NUI Galway in 2016, attended a Clown through Mask 

workshop led by Veronica Coburn in 2017, and practiced contact improvisation as part of the 

physical theatre workshop facilitated by Sergei and Gennady Ostrenko in 2018. As all three 

learning processes were based on physical interaction and embodied experience, I regard these 

practices as the primary source materials, and the above mentioned workshop facilitators as the 

main sources of reference for my own work. 

 The ways in which these training methodologies were re-appropriated for my 

choreographic approach are described in detail in the sections elaborating on my practice-as-

research outcomes in chapters one, two and three. 

 

METHODOLOGY: THE HERMENEUTICAL SPIRAL 

As I noted earlier in the opening section of my introduction, one of the most substantial 

limitations of practice-based approaches to Yeats so far has been the lack of suitable and 

consistent research methodologies to assess project outcomes. For this reason, finding and 

working according to the set principles of a clear practice-as-research (PaR) methodology in 

my project was paramount. I decided to carry out and analyse the findings of my PaR initiative 

based on Melissa Trimingham’s hermeneutical approach to PaR, which she developed during 

her own PhD research inquiry, and published a summary of its core features in the journal for 

Studies in Theatre & Performance in 2002, following her participation in the PARIP 
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symposium in Bristol in 2001. In her article, A Methodology for Practice as Research, 

Trimingham defines her method as being based on the paradigm model of the “hermeneutic-

interpretative spiral model” (here referred to as the hermeneutic spiral), which was originally 

developed by Gestalt thinker Kurt Lewin as a tool of practical inquiry in Action Research.69 

Trimigham’s aim with the application of the model for practical research in theatre studies was 

to provide a tool that can “account for the disorderly creative process” of theatre-making, and 

yet “demonstrate rigorous planning.”70 This section provides an overview of the key features 

of Trimingham’s method, with a short commentary on how each aspect relates to, and is applied 

in, my research project. It needs to be added that although the hermeneutical spiral was 

originally conceived as a set of guidelines in conducting practice-based-research only, in my 

inquiry, I extended its application to the whole of the research project. The reason for this was 

that even though PaR was only one of the research tools this study employed, its processes 

were in constant interplay with the findings of all the other research elements, making it 

necessary to evaluate its outcomes in relation to the project’s other constituents. Hence, the 

interdependence of research tools in my case required an overarching, widely applicable 

research methodology, for which the hermeneutical spiral proved suitable. 

 The first key feature of Trimingham’s hermeneutical spiral method is that it is process-

based, considering, instead of a final product, result or effect, the process itself as a research 

outcome.71 In the opening section of my introduction, I highlighted the need for a process-

based approach in the scrutiny of Yeats’s dramaturgical methods, and outlined how this study 

assesses three related processes in the composition and production of the dance plays. These 

were: the textual development of the plays, the first staging of the plays under Yeats’s 

supervision, and the production of the plays for contemporary audiences. The hermeneutical 

spiral model was developed specifically for the evaluation of such creative processes as the 

ones analysed in my study, which made it applicable for all of them. Following the spiral 

model, in all three processes, the assessment of project outcomes was continuous, and was 

based on the progress they demonstrated. 

According to Trimingham’s model, the progress made in creative processes is “not 

linear but circular; a spiral which constantly returns us to our original point of entry but with 

renewed understanding.”72 The conceptualisation of progress as an open-ended yet ever-

developing spiral denotes two important features of PaR, both of which needed to be considered 

in the methodological frame of my own research inquiry at the onset. The first one is the 

inherent arbitrariness of defining a fixed starting point and a clear end to a PaR research project, 

and the second the ambiguity of the causal relationship between the elements of practice and 

research within it. Trimingham’s approach suggests that it is virtually impossible to find the 

earliest constituent of any PaR process, as every single attempt for a research inquiry, let it be 

practical or theoretical, already builds upon earlier related research experiences or findings.73 

It also implies that practice, by nature, functions both as a cause and as an outcome in research 

processes, which makes it responsible for triggering and maintaining a continuous movement 

                                                           
69 Trimingham, A Methodology for Practice as Research, 56. 
70 Ibid, 55. 
71 Ibid, 56. 
72 Ibid. 
73 Ibid, 57. 
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and gradual development in the open-ended spiral of the given research process. What this 

means in practice can be best demonstrated through my own example in researching Yeats’s 

dramaturgies in a PaR context. 

In 2015, I directed a production of Yeats’s At the Hawk’s Well in Budapest, Hungary, 

for the occasion of an international Yeats symposium organised by the Hungarian Yeats 

Society.74 The aim of producing the play for the symposium was twofold: it served as an 

outcome of, and practical justification for, my earlier research findings on Yeats’s uses of space 

in the dance plays, which was the topic of the paper I presented at the symposium. Secondly, 

the play was aimed to be shown as a work of art for its own sake, to the general public, as a 

closing event of the Yeats gathering. If we want to position the making of this production within 

the wider framework of my research on Yeats’s dramaturgies, we could define it as an endpoint: 

as a conclusion and result of my earlier theoretical investigations of Yeatsian drama. However, 

we can also identify it as a starting point: as the onset of my practice-based inquiry on the dance 

plays, based on which I formulated the foundations of my four-year-long PhD project. Since 

before At the Hawk’s Well I had no previous experience in directing Yeats, most of my research 

questions that preceded the production were either too vague or had to be revised after the 

theatre project was over. My practical work with the material opened up new directions of 

research, and pointed towards the formulation of a new set of questions, which incorporated 

aspects of practical exploration. Due to the significance of these findings in my later work on 

Yeats, I regard this initial staging of At the Hawk’s Well the first research component of my 

PaR inquiry, with the full acknowledgement of the arbitrariness of doing so. In accordance 

with the principles of the hermeneutical spiral method, instead of defining the production as an 

onset or a starting point, I refer to it as the entry point to the spiral of my research process, 

which had already been in progress before I began my directorial work on At the Hawk’s Well. 

In order to give a full account on these preliminary research experiences and findings, and to 

present every important step in my research spiral during the four years of my structured PhD, 

I included a detailed, chronological overview of my process in the Appendix. 

Beside its open-endedness and ability for constant development, the spiral model had 

another key feature that facilitated its application to my own research process. This was the 

acknowledgement of the validity of change in research aims and objectives within a given 

structure of working.75 The spiral method, having considered the natural working mechanism 

of “disorderly creative processes”, was developed in a way to allow for modifications and 

revisions in research questions, or shifts in focus during the course of the research inquiry, 

provided that these changes were made explicit as part of the project’s continuous assessment.76 

If we imagine this on the three dimensional continuum of the spiral (see Figures 1 and 2 below), 

it is these structured changes that constitute the entry points to each end every new “loop”, 

which are thus always more developed and refined than the preceding ones. In my research 

inquiry, each connecting point between research constituents denotes a new loop, both within 

and between individual studies on the plays. Any given change in focus or in research aims are 

clearly marked at the connecting points of specified sections. 

                                                           
74 More information on the production is provided in the last section of Chapter One, on pages 65-66. 
75 Trimingham, A Methodology for Practice as Research, 55. 
76 Ibid. 
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To match the working mechanism of the spiral research process described above, the 

composition of the dissertation also follows the model of the hermeneutical spiral, and prompts 

a spiral reading method. The dissertation consists of four main chapters, each one discussing a 

single dance play (At the Hawk’s Well, The Dreaming of the Bones, The Only Jealousy of Emer, 

Calvary). Every chapter is further divided to three major sections that investigate the plays 

from different perspectives, through the analysis of three creative processes on developing and 

staging their textual material. The last chapter on Calvary is an exception in this regard, because 

I considered it necessary to narrow the scope of this investigation to a detailed textual analysis. 

Figure 2. Chapter structure, on the level of sub-chapters. 

Figure 1. Chapter structure, on the level of the four main chapters. 
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The reason for this is that Calvary was never staged in Yeats’s lifetime, hence, no analysis of 

the playwright’s engagement with, or commentary on, its first performance could be made. 

Furthermore, I decided to leave the play out from my PaR inquiry as well, for two main reasons. 

Firstly, the play’s manifold controversies regarding its subject matter proposed particular risks 

in letting the focus of the research shift from discussing its genre or dramaturgy to that of 

investigating its themes, religious context, and reception, which would have taken the process 

too far from its initial research aims. Secondly, the absence of practical inquiry in the case of 

Calvary served to justify one of the key arguments of the study regarding methodology, namely 

that the integration of PaR into the research process is vital in the discovery of the dance plays’ 

dramaturgy. Through the deliberate “incompleteness” of the concluding chapter, the research 

eventually spirals back to the issues raised in the opening lines of its introduction: to the need 

for more Yeats productions on the world’s stages, and to the urgency for analysing them with 

the right tools, according to appropriate research methods. 

Following the principles of the spiral model, the four chapters of the dissertation are 

not isolated from each other, and do not formulate their successive arguments individually, but 

instead are in constant dialogue. This dialogue is constructed spirally, through the method of 

each chapter consciously referring back and building on the findings of the preceding one(s). 

This dialogic, synthesising relationship of successive research units is also at play within each 

chapter. 

Another highly important aspect of the hermeneutical spiral in my appropriation is that 

it bears striking similarities to Yeats’s own thinking and working methods. The significance of 

the spiral as a pattern of thought and symbol in Yeats’s artistic vision is well-known (as 

described by the playwright himself in both versions of A Vision, and analysed in detail in the 

already mentioned works of George Mills Harper, Neil Mann, and Margaret Mills Harper) and 

is discussed in detail in relation to the dramaturgies of the plays in the four main chapters of 

this dissertation. What needs to be described here is the way Yeats used the spiral as a 

methodological principle for artistic creation. Similarly to my approach in analysing and 

directing his plays as part of my PaR inquiry, Yeats in his own creative processes relied on a 

spiral form of development, by “constantly returning to the original point of entry” of his 

projects “with renewed understanding.”77 In the composition of the dance plays, Yeats revised 

his texts several times, based on the insights he gained from seeing them on the stage. This 

inherent practice-as-research approach of Yeats made the application of the hermeneutical 

spiral to the analysis of his creative processes simple and straightforward. 

A further analogy between Yeats’s creative methods and my PaR investigations of his 

plays is that we both worked on the materials synchronically, letting the processes of textual 

and practical exploration overlap and influence each other. Yeats finished the first versions of 

his four dance plays between the years of 1916 and 1921, and published them together in the 

volume Four Plays for Dancers in 1921. The plays’ manuscript materials and Yeats’s 

biographical accounts reveal that the exact timeline of the plays’ composition is practically 

irrecoverable, as the playwright often worked on his play texts simultaneously, or suspended 

their composition before taking them up again months or even years later.78 The order in which 

                                                           
77 Ibid, 56. 
78 Based on Yeats’s manuscript records in the National Library of Ireland we know that simultaneously with the 

composition of his four dance plays that were eventually published in 1921,  the playwright started to sketch a 

fifth dance play in the years between 1918 and 1920, which he later abandoned and never finished. The play, 
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the plays are discussed in this dissertation is thus admittedly arbitrary, and is based on the vague 

chronological order suggested by Yeats’s extant manuscript records and biographical 

references. In my interpretation of Yeats’s dramaturgical methods, I argue that this non-linear, 

“disorderly” nature of the process of playwriting resulted in the creation of texts that are 

interconnected, and incorporate a set of shared thematic, symbolic, and dramaturgical features, 

which, instead of analysed separately, should be investigated through their correspondences. It 

is important to note that synchronicity in Yeats’s writing processes does not denote the lack of 

gradual development in the playwright’s dramaturgical skills. Yeats’s spiral, practice-based 

means of composition made his dramaturgical methods more conscious and refined over the 

five years of the plays’ writing, which evidently resulted in more complex dramaturgical 

designs in his later plays than in the earlier ones. This leads us to the conclusion that the 

dramaturgy of the dance plays should be explored both synchronically and diachronically, by 

analysing how the shared features of the texts developed in relation to each other and, as a set 

of principles comprising an organic unit, over a given course of time. 

Similarly to Yeats’s synchronic approach, my PaR inquiries of the plays did not follow 

a strict, pre-defined order, and were also always intertwined with parallel research activities in 

manuscript analyses and archival work in performance history. After my practical exploration 

of At the Hawk’s Well in 2015, my second PaR project was the staging of The Only Jealousy 

of Emer in 2018, which was followed by a production of The Dreaming of the Bones in 2019. 

Yeats’s manuscript records suggest that he finished The Dreaming of the Bones earlier than 

The Only Jealousy of Emer, which means that the order of the plays’ composition and my 

timeline in staging them did not match. In the case of a purely diachronic approach to the study 

of the plays, this conflict in the timelines for composition and PaR exploration would raise 

methodological concerns. However, due to the synchronicity of Yeats’s own creative 

processes, and the intertextual qualities of the plays themselves, such temporal disagreements 

did not affect the outcomes of my research. To demonstrate the methodological similarities 

between Yeats’s creative processes and my PaR approach, a detailed comparative description 

of the two working processes is attached to this dissertation in the Appendices. 

The final feature of Trimingham’s hermeneutic spiral model that needs to be mentioned 

in the context of my research is the basic principle of hermeneutics, namely that the approach 

acknowledges that the researcher is always intimately involved in the research process, and 

that the knowledge and experience he/she brings into the project necessarily shapes the answers 

(and new questions) eventually found.79 This approach corresponds to the main ideas of 

phenomelological research inquiries concerning the subject and the contribution of the 

researcher in the processes of  interpretation, which Tuan conceptualises as the “experiential 

                                                           
which can be accessed in manuscript format in the folders NLI 30,427 and NLI 30,488, contains several of those 

dramaturgical elements that this dissertation discusses in relation to the four main dance dramas, which I claim 

to be the salient features of the genre of the dance play. Yeats’s undefined “fifth Noh play”, which is referred to 

as The Bridegroom by F. A. C. Wilson (in Yeats’s Iconography), and as The Guardian of Tower and Stream by 

Wayne K. Chapman (in Yeats’s Poetry in the Making), has received little critical attention so far, and would 

require an in-depth critical analysis, focusing on its aspects of space dramaturgy. The manuscripts of the play 

text were published in full in Chapman’s monograph Yeats’s Poetry in the Making: Sing Whatever is Well Made 

as an appendix. 
79 Trimingham, A Methodology for Practice as Research, 59. 
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perspective.”80 According to Tuan, in our understanding of the world, rather than merely 

observing something that is already given, we constantly actively contribute to the contruction 

of our our own realities based on our personal expeiences.81 The emphasis on personal 

experience is doubly important in the context of PaR, where the focus of inquiry is always on 

the personal involvement of the research-practitioner, and on the experience of learning and 

re-evaluating cumulative process outcomes. As Tuan phrases it: “To experience is to learn; it 

means action on the given and creating out of the given. The given cannot be known in itself.”82 

In Trimingham’s application of the hermeneutical spiral model, the subject and the 

contributions of the researcher was extended to that of the whole creative community working 

on the given PaR project, which was adapted fully in my own research methodology. Based on 

the above, in my analyses, I consciously rely on the experiences and artistic contributions of 

my fellow theatre-makers, and attempt to make their and my own creative involvement in the 

process explicit. 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
80 Tuan, Space and Place, 8-18. 
81 Ibid, 8. 
82 Ibid, 9. 
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CHAPTER ONE: AT THE HAWK’S WELL 

 

THE COMPOSITION OF AT THE HAWK’S WELL 

Yeats started to work on his first dance play, At the Hawk’s Well in the last month of 1915, and 

finished its first full version in March 1916. Instead of preparing the text for publication, Yeats 

went straight into rehearsal with the play, with the intention to make his new theatrical genre 

be seen in performance first, before it reached the public in printed form. The play’s first 

performances took place on 2 and 4 April 1916, in a private showing arranged in Lady Cunard’s 

drawing room on Cavendish Square, and in a public charity event at Chesterfield Gardens, 

London, respectively. The play first appeared in print in 1917, almost a year after its stage 

debut. It was first published in New York in Harper’s Bazaar in March, in the London 

periodical To-Day in June, and in the volume The Wild Swans at Coole by Cuala Press in 

November. Many other publications followed from the 1920s onwards: the play was included 

in the collection Four Plays for Dancers (1921), in both versions of Plays and Controversies 

(1923, 1924) and in Collected Plays (1934). 

 What makes the composition of At the Hawk’s Well distinctive, even within the four 

dance plays discussed in this study, is that Yeats, building on his previous experience with 

relying on stage practice in his textual revisions, integrated the one-month-long rehearsal 

process and the outcomes of the play’s first staging into his process of playwriting. At the 

Hawk’s Well is the first ever play that Yeats produced before it went into print, which marks 

an important change in his dramaturgical approach, signifying his growing interest in 

structuring his compositions according to the practical demands of stage practice. With his 

intention to compose plays for movement, music and dance, these demands were related to 

actors’ physicality, their use of stage space, and their capacity in musical performance. In the 

following section, I am going to present the first phase of the evolution of Yeats’s new genre 

of the dance play, by analysing how the play’s text developed before, during, and after its first 

production, and how the quality of the text changed as a result of being produced in actual, 

physical space. Since the play’s staging in 1916 was an integral part of its textual development, 

the relevant aspects of the original production are going to be discussed as part of the scrutiny 

of Yeats’s writing process. 

In order to demonstrate the development of the work as a first step towards the 

definition of the genre of the dance play, I am going to analyse the play’s textual composition, 

based on its extant manuscript materials. The different versions of the text are discussed in the 

order of their composition, according to which they could be rendered into four groups.72 The 

first group consists of the first prose draft [NLI 8773(3) a] written between December 1915 

and February 1916, some song fragments (NLI 30,417) and further variations of parts of the 

dialogue (NLI 30,187) composed around January-March 1916. The second group comprises 

                                                           
72 As I stated in the Introduction, this order is an approximation, and is based on the completeness and structural 

development of the text. In some cases, the definition of the scripts’ chronological order was helped by dates 

indicated in the text, or by biographical references to certain phases of the composition. In my analyses, I rely 

on the chronology defined in the Cornell manuscript series, unless it is stated otherwise. Yeats, At the Hawk’s 

Well and Cat and the Moon: Manuscript Materials, ed. Andrew Parkin, xlix-lv. 
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fragments of the dialogue in verse (NLI 30,187), the first full verse draft [NLI 8773(2)], a later 

reworked version of it [NLI 8773(5)], and some pages of typescripts [NLI 8773(3) b, c], 

produced in January-February 1916. The third group is made up exclusively of the rehearsal 

typescript of the first performance of the play, composed in March 1916 [NLI 8773(4) and 

Berg (3)]73. The fourth group is a broader collection of all printed versions of the script written 

after the rehearsal process had taken place. 

 

The First Group of Manuscripts: The Prose Draft and Early Manuscripts 

The first aspect that comes to the fore in the scrutiny of the play’s earliest drafts is Yeats’s 

intention to compose a piece for a shared performance space. By this term, I understand an 

arrangement in which there is either no mechanical divide between players and audience, or a 

passage is provided between them. The first trace in the text that suggests such a spatial 

arrangement is found in the first song drafts composed for the opening of the play, in which 

Yeats evokes the sense of a religious ritual. Rituals, by nature, are participatory, and presuppose 

an active engagement of the whole community whose members are present at its series of 

actions. In the play’s early song fragments, Yeats uses first person plural pronouns, religious 

vocabulary, and a poetic structure that closely resembles the rhetoric of prayers in order to 

generate a feeling of a communal act shared between the players and the audience: 

 

Save us from the desolt plac […] 

Save me fro t desol plac 

Save us from th horrible life w. no rest 

[…] 

O body bring wisdom that is her’s. 

Give us fr our peace 

[…] 

Deliver us from a face 

Save us from the desolate places74 

 

Although the device of including the audience into the action and playing space of the 

performance in the early drafts is still sketchy, in later stages of the writing process its uses 

become more complex and innovatory, and evolve into one of the most important pillars of 

Yeats’s newly developed genre. It needs to be mentioned, however, that Yeats formulated his 

ideas about the necessity of shared performance spaces to facilitate ritualistic actions much 

                                                           
73 There are two other folders of holograph and typescript fragments of the play that were composed during and 

after the rehearsal period: NLI 8773(5) b and NLI 8773(6). These drafts postdate NLI 8773(4), but were most 

probably composed before Berg (3). Since all revisions contained in these drafts are found in Berg (3) as well, I 

am going to refer to these as part of the rehearsal script, as it appears in Berg (3). 
74 NLI 30,417, 3r. In all quotations, the spelling is kept as it appears in the original manuscripts. Due to the 

frequency of Yeats’s errors in spelling and punctuation, I refrain from using (sic!) in the quotes. When printed 

transcriptions of the originals were available, I relied on the versions found in the Cornell Manuscript Series. I 

consulted the original files in the National Library of Ireland in all cases. Any alterations between the original 

manuscripts and its transcriptions are indicated in the text, where applicable. 
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earlier than he first employed it as a tool in his dance dramas. In his essay “The Dramatic 

Movement”, published in his theatre periodical, Samhain in 1904, Yeats described the close 

and active relationship of players and audience in a form of dramatic ritual as “the most 

powerful form of drama, [which] differs from the ordinary form, because every one [sic!] who 

hears it is also a player.”75 His conceptualisation of ritual theatre was also explored in practice 

in his artistic collaborations with Edward Gordon Craig and Nugent Monck between 1900 and 

1914, in the staging of his earlier works for the Abbey Theatre. It was for the experimental 

scenic arrangements for the productions of The Countess Cathleen, Deirdre, and The Hour 

Glass that Yeats initiated the addition of an apron and a flight of steps to the Abbey stage, 

which altered the conditions set by the theatre’s small proscenium stage, and broke the firm 

and confining mechanical divide between the players and the audience. Karen Dorn argues that 

one of the reasons for Yeats’s attempts to bring the Abbey stage closer to the idea of shared 

performance spaces in the early 1900s was his interest in the Greek theatre movement, one of 

whose defining features was an aspiration to bring drama back to its roots in religious ritual. 

Dorn mentions Yeats’s name among the notable pioneers of the movement (Sybil Thorndike, 

Graneville Barker, Gilbert Murray), whom she defines as the predecessors of late-modernist 

developments of ritual theatre. She writes: “One of the concerns of their early work, from 1900 

to 1914, was a revival of Greek drama based on new archaeological theories of classical Greek 

theatre. Proscenium stages were converted to resemble Greek theatres, and a method of 

production was developed along the lines suggested by theories of the ritual origin of drama.”76 

 With his newly found “model” of the Japanese Noh, Yeats returned to the idea of the 

ritualistic inclusion of the audience into the dramatic action, but augmented his vision regarding 

its ideal spatial arrangement with the element of alienation, by means of technical tools, such 

as the use of masks, or stylised movements and props.77 What fascinated Yeats in the 

presentational style of the Noh was that it was inclusive and exclusive at the same time, 

enabling the audience to immerse themselves in the heart of the action without letting them 

evade the overt theatricality of the performance. In the first prose draft, although there are no 

direct references to the arrangement of the stage space, the phasing of stage directions suggest 

that Yeats was already exploring how the inclusion of the audience could be paired with their 

separation by technical means. In his instructions to the ending of the opening song, which is 

described to be sung by a chorus, he describes the stage space similarly to the arrangement of 

the Abbey stage: as an elevated stage with a flight of steps towards the auditorium. He adds to 

the scene a black cloth that functions as a substitute for a curtain: 

 

Chorus (2) spreads black cloth when it is taken away girl 

is sitting by square cloth to show where well is […] 

(climbs up on steps)78 

                                                           
75 Yeats, “The Dramatic Movement,” in Collected Works Volume VIII, 43. 
76 Dorn, Players and Painted Stage, 63-64. 
77 As Yeats writes about the synthesis of inclusion and separation through the tool of mask-wearing in his Note 

on At the Hawk’s Well in Four Plays for Dancers: “These masked players seem stranger when there is no 

mechanical means of separating them from us.” Yeats, Four Plays for Dancers, 3. 
78 NLI 8773(3) a, 1r. 
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The idea of connecting the players with the audience through the use of steps, and at the same 

time distancing them from the dramatic action with the practical tool of the curtain, exemplifies 

the fundamentals of Yeats’s double vision on the spatial dynamics of actors and spectators, 

which evolves into a unified system of inclusion and exclusion in later developments of the 

dance play.  

 Despite the sparse references on theatre space, the prose draft is surprisingly elaborate 

in its descriptions of the play’s dramatic space. Following the representational principles of the 

Noh, instead of by visual means, the setting of the dramatic action and its surroundings are 

presented verbally, in detailed poetic images.79 The vivid recollections of the landscape are 

conjured up mostly in the speeches of the chorus, but they are frequently integrated into the 

dialogues as well. We learn from the first lines of the chorus that the action takes place at night 

time, in autumn, on a mountainside, at a well: 

 

Night is coming on – the mountain side is darkening 

Chorus 1 (singing) The dawn is breaking whr the grey mountain side 

Have 

The leaves of the haze, & of the oa & of have fallen 

The dry bed of 

Down & autumn leaves, & half choked up in^ well.80 

     

Scholars have provided a wide range of possible literary and topographical sources for the well 

in question in an attempt to find a real-world source of Yeats’s detailed descriptions.81 In her 

article on the significance of landscape and Irish sites in Yeats’s plays, Nathalie Crohn Schmitt 

argues that the most likely literary source is Connla’s Well, a well-known place in Irish 

mythology and literary tradition; and a possible topographical equivalent is Tullagan Well in 

Co. Sligo.82 Crohn Schmitt provides detailed descriptions of the actual sites that she claims to 

have inspired Yeats’s settings for the dance plays, and concludes that being aware of the exact 

locations and particular features of these topographical sources is necessary to understand the 

complex symbolism and dramatic form of the plays. She argues that in Yeats’s drama, “the 

literal and the symbolic (or, as he would see it, ‘natural and supernatural’) are knit together, 

the symbolical is bound to the particular, and […] that particular is primarily landscape.”83 I 

                                                           
79 Yeats writes about the absence of scenery in the Noh in his Note on the Fist Performance of At the Hawk’s 

Well: “It has been a great gain to get rid of scenery, to substitute for a crude landscape painted upon canvas three 

performers who, sitting before the wall or a patterned screen, describe landscape or event, and accompany 

movement with drum and gong, or deepen the emotion of the words with zither or flute. Painted scenery after all 

is unnecessary to my friends and to myself, for our imagination kept living by the arts can imagine a mountain 

covered with thorn- trees in a drawing-room without any great trouble, and we have many quarrels with even 

good scene-painting.” Yeats, Four Plays for Dancers, 85. 
80 NLI 8773(3) a, 1r. 
81 Both the introductory section in the Cornell Series and Natalie Crohn Schmitt’s article on the landscapes of 

Yeats’s plays include a summary of these places. See: Schmitt, “Haunted by Places” and Yeats, At the Hawk’s 

Well and Cat and the Moon, xxii-xxviii. 
82 Schmitt, “Haunted by Places”, 345. 
83 Ibid, 338. 



Chapter One: At the Hawk’s Well 

 

36 

 

agree with Crohn Schmitt that landscape plays an important role in the plays’ meaning-making 

mechanism, and that places should be regarded as “substance” rather than mere “sources” in 

the plays’ dramaturgical analyses.84 However, I argue that the strong focus on locale in Yeats’s 

dramatic vision does not necessarily imply that all sites described have existing geographical 

equivalents, and that speculations on their whereabouts should always be of analytical concern. 

In case of some plays, it is rather the particular features of a type of place that should be paid 

more attention to, and read in light of its manifold symbolic connotations. 

 The fact that Yeats did not define the exact geographical source for his miraculous well 

in At the Hawk’s Well is not accidental. In fact, the playwright remained consciously 

ambiguous about its location, by gradually removing all references from the text that could 

have helped the reader locate the well in a particular country or area. In the prose draft, there 

is a line spoken by the Old Man addressed to Cuchulain in which he refers to the well as being 

across the sea from Ireland, positioning it in the neighbouring Scotland or England:85 

 

what then 

Has brought you across the sea from Ireland86 
 

In the second group of manuscripts, the phrase “from Ireland” is already left out, and only 

references to the Young Man having come from “beyond the sea” remain, which leave the 

question of the well’s location open to interpretation. Yeats’s choice to distance the story from 

the particular to the universal as he progresses with the script justifies the idea that in At the 

Hawk’s Well, instead of creating direct links between the story and existing places, he aims at 

grounding a referential system that builds upon the symbolic connotations of the types of places 

the play’s narrative is set in. Most of the places that Yeats integrates this way into the symbolic 

system of At the Hawk’s Well become important elements in the space dramaturgy of his later 

dance plays too. Locating the well of immortality on a mountain is a good example: among the 

four plays published in the 1921 volume, three are set on a mountain (At the Hawk’s Well, The 

Dreaming of the Bones, Calvary), with The Only Jealousy of Emer as a sole exception.87 The 

plays’ location thus functions as a point of reference through with Yeats can establish a 

consciously planned poetic and symbolic continuity between the plays. 

Yeats’s choice in locating his narratives on mountains points towards the interpretation 

of the plays as indirect descendants of the tradition of topographical poetry – a genre whose 

subject matter has for centuries revolved around the pseudo-etymologies of culturally 

significant places or types of places. According to Samuel Johnson’s definition, the 

topographical tradition in literature denotes a “local poetry”, a “species of composition […], of 

which the fundamental subject is some particular landscape, to be poetically described, with 

the addition of such embellishment as may be supplied by historical retrospection or incidental 

                                                           
84 Ibid, 337. 
85 Richard Taylor argues that the references to Aoife in the play suggest a setting in Scotland. Taylor, The 

Drama of W. B. Yeats, 134. 
86 NLI 8773(3) a, 3r.

 

87 The play is set in a fisher’s house on the sea-shore. Possible explanations for Yeats’s choice for the Only 

Jealousy of Emer’s setting are provided in the third chapter. 
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meditation.”88 In the Irish literary tradition, topographical poems (dinnseanchas) are 

predominantly concerned with the historical and mythological origins of place-names, 

especially that of hills and bodies of water. Hills, rivers, lakes, and seas in Irish lore are often 

described as liminal spaces that enable passage between our tangible world and the realms of 

the transcendental. For this reason, they have gained a unique status within the topo-history of 

Ireland, and have been used as recurring symbols for human-divine interactions.89 The Hill of 

Tara is a good example, which, being known as the sacred place of dwelling for the gods, has 

become one the most popular subject for Irish topographical poetry. Apart from being a place 

of spiritual significance, it has also become an emblem of Irish history, bearing the memories 

of thousands of years dating back to 2500 BC.90 

The explicit historical concern and the pseudo-etymologies connected to the places in 

topographical literature are two of the essential features of the genre’s Irish origins, both of 

which will become important aspects of Yeats’s dramaturgy in the dance plays, especially in 

The Dreaming of the Bones, and will be discussed in detail in the next chapter. The fact that 

these two elements are interrelated in the corpus of the dinnschenchas signifies the inherent 

cultural demand of the Irish nation in approaching their past, history and national identity 

through places, which, thanks to the fictionalised nature of the stories related to them, often 

blur the boundaries between fact and imagination, history and mythology. In Yi-Fu Tuan’s 

words: “Landscape is personal and tribal history made visible. The native's identity – his place 

in the total scheme of things – is not in doubt, because the myths that support it are as real as 

the rocks and the waterfalls he can see and touch.”91 It is this mythopoetic ambiguity through 

which Yeats approached the narrative and places of At the Hawk’s Well, and which remained 

a characteristic feature of all of the dance plays.  

                                                           
88 Foster, “The Topographical Tradition in Anglo-Irish Poetry”, 169. According to John Wilson Foster’s definition 

of topographical poetry within the Anglo-Irish tradition, the genre had “its origin in Sir Denham’s ‘Cooper 

Hill’”, and is “quintessentially an eighteen-century form” that “long after its heyday, went into the nineteenth 

century.” The Irish dinnschenchas, however, refer to a corpus of literary works in prose and verse that date back to the 

elevenths and twelfths centuries. For a more elaborate analysis on the Irish origins of topographical poetry, see: 

Westropp, “Notes and Folklore from the Rennes Copy of the ‘Dindsenchas’”, 21-27. 

References to hills based on their historical and mythological qualities are also very common in Japanese 

literature. Similarly to the Irish dinnseanchas, Japanese topographical poetry has been considered a most 

important means of myth-making and national self-identification, as its stories recalled by place names 

(utamakura) could easily be associated with specific, historically important events. The commonly accepted 

view in Japanese society that “named and knowable places can orient any […] person in a tradition and a 

continuing collectivity” shows analogies with the prioritisation of place-oriented narratives in all governing 

literary genres in the Irish canon, which Yeats recognised and consciously exploited in his plays. Berry, Japan 

and Print, 152. 
89 The symbol of the mountain as a liminal space connecting heaven and earth is not restrictive to the Irish 

cultural heritage but is an overarching topos in religious and mythological beliefs of many cultures. Mircea 

Eliade defines the “consistent and complex” notion of the mountain as “the cosmic mountain”, which he 

describes as follows: […] the mountain occurs among the images that express the connection between heaven 

and earth; hence it is believed to be at the centre of the world. […] Since the sacred mountain is an axis mundi 

connecting earth with heaven and hence marks the highest point in the world; consequently the territory that 

surrounds it, and that constitutes “our world”, is held to be the highest among countries.” Eliade, The Sacred 

and the Profane, 38. 
90 Gwynn’s collection of metrical dinnsheanchas, including poems of the Hill of Tara, is fully digitalised and 

can be accessed here: http://www.ucc.ie/celt/published/G106500A/index.html. 
91 Tuan, Space and Place, 57-58. 

http://www.ucc.ie/celt/published/G106500A/index.html
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Yeats’s strong focus on locale in At the Hawk’s Well not only manifests itself in his 

choice for a setting of manifold symbolic significance, but also in the way he relies on 

references to certain type of sites for characterising the dramatis personae. In the first group of 

drafts, Yeats develops a technique of characterisation that is based on connecting each 

character with a type of place that somehow reflects his or her personality. The use of extended 

metaphors with a strong sense of place will become a recurring element in all of the dance 

plays’ compositions. In my analyses, I will refer to these poetic figures as personal space-

imageries. 

The first example for the use of personal space-imageries is found in the prose draft, in 

the description of the well and its guardian, which is phrased as follows: 

& now wery w her wrk clering the well the 

Guardin of the fountain, sits alone upon the stone 

Margin. Near by stired by the falling wind 

The dry leaves rustle th green, & the grey heap 

Stirs & flutters. She sits with hevy eyes, looking upon 

The ground. (climg up on steps) Now comes the old man 

[…] he shivering at the chilly wind that blows 

From the distant sea.92  

 

In the above passage, elaborate descriptions of the wind coming from the sea recall images that 

are commonly associated with the presence of fairy lore in Irish literature. In his introductions 

to the collections of Irish Fairy Tales and Fairy and Folk Tales of the Irish Peasantry, Yeats 

describes fairies as spirits who “inhabit the green thorn-covered hill”, and explains that they 

always move about with the whirling of the wind:93 “When the wind makes the straws and 

leaves whirl as it passes, that is the fairies.”94 We find similar descriptions of Irish fairy people 

in Lady Gregory’s Gods and Fighting Men, where they are depicted as to come and go “with 

a blast of wind”.95 In his notes to The Hosting of the Sidhe, Yeats mentions that the name “Sidhe 

is also Gaelic for wind,”96 which, read along with another etymological explanation provided 

by the Dictionary of the Irish Language that defines the word’s meaning as “fairy hill or 

mound”97, clarifies where these associative images come from.  

It is important to note that it is not only the people of the Sidhe whose commonly known 

personal-space imageries are represented in the opening descriptions of the landscape, but more 

specifically that of the guardian spirit, whose dwelling in Irish folk traditions is usually 

described as the mountain-side, and her task as to look after the source of some kind of sacred 

water. In their book on sacred waters of England and Ireland, Janet and Colin Bord describe 

the guardian spirit as a “ghostly woman in white” or as a “fairy”.98 Most often water divinities 

                                                           
92 NLI 8773(3)a, 1r. 
93 Yeats, Irish Fairy Tales, 2. 
94 Yeats, Fairly and Folk Tales of the Irish Peasantry, 2. 
95 Gregory, Gods and Fighting Men, 68. 
96 Yeats, The Wind Among the Reeds, 65. 
97 The Digital Collection of the Dictionary of Irish Language: http://www.dil.ie/37441 
98 Bord and Bord, Sacred Waters: Holy Wells and Water Lore in Britain and Ireland, 136. 

http://www.dil.ie/37441
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are depicted as an old woman, but, as Crohn Schmitt explains, they need not necessarily be 

human, but could also take up the shape of animals.99 

The figure of the “mountain witch” that Yeats evokes in his opening lines has an 

equivalent in Japanese literature as well, which, due to its regular appearances in Noh dramas, 

could have been an indirect source of inspiration for Yeats’s early compositions. The yamauba, 

according to Noriko T. Reider is a “mountain-dwelling, white-haired hag” who is either 

described as a demon that “devours human beings who cross her path”, or as a voluptuous, 

beautiful woman.100 In the medieval Noh play entitled Yamamba, the character describes 

herself as a being “with birthplace unknown [and] lodgings uncertain” who, “dragging good 

and evil, makes her mountain rounds.”101 Reider claims that the play, following Zeami’s 

original ideas regarding the composition of demon-plays, is written in a way to suggest that the 

demon has human feelings.102 Just like the guardian spirit of Irish fairy tales, the image of the 

half-woman, half-witch yamauba, who embodies both good and evil, and has “the form of a 

demon and the heart of a person”,103 bears striking similarities with the character of Fand in 

Yeats’s dance plays, whose sketchy yet vivid image is already aptly drawn in the very first 

drafts of At the Hawk’s Well.104 

  

                                                           
99 Schmitt, “Haunted by Places”, 347. Janet and Colin Bord’s book contains a full chapter on water divinities, 

which discusses animal spirits in detail. Bord and Bord, Sacred Waters, 135-152. 
100 Reider, “Yamauba: Representation of the Japanese Mountain Witch,” 253.  
101 Brazell, Traditional Japanese Theater, 220–21. 
102 Reider, “Yamauba: Representations of the Japanese Mountain Witch”, 244. 
103 Quinn, “How to Write a Noh Play,” 79.  
104 The idea that supernatural entities could have human feelings, and that the qualities of earthly and divine can 

merge in one body and spirit fascinated Yeats throughout his entire dramatic career. Additionally to the 

character of Fand, he explored the idea most emblematically through the figures of Cuchulain and Christ in his 

Cuchulain plays, in Calvary and in The Resurrection. The most significant line that denotes this seemingly 

contradictory duality is uttered by The Greek in The Resurrection: “The heart of a phantom is beating!” Yeats, 

Collected Plays, 593. 

Figures 3 and 4. Representations of the Yamauba as young woman by Totoya Hokkei (left), and Katsushika 

Hokusai (right). 
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Figures 5 and 6. Representations of the Yamauba as old 

woman by Sawaki Suushi (above) and by Toriyama Sekien. 
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Similarly to the representation of the guardian through descriptions of her symbolic setting, the 

two other characters are also introduced and defined by their relationship to the landscape – or, 

in Anne Ubersfeld’s words, characterisation could be understood “in terms of the investment 

or disinvestment of a given space by the principal character or characters.”105 Cuchulain is 

repeatedly referred to as a stranger coming to the well from a distant place, as a “beautiful 

young man” who “comes from over the sea” or “across the sea from Ireland” and as having 

“an ancient house beyond the sea”.106 The Old Man is depicted as someone who is familiar 

with the well and its surroundings, and who has already started to take up the qualities of his 

long-term dwelling place. He is “as dried up, as dry as these […] leaves” and “do[es] not seem 

to belong to life.”107 With the conscious use of personal space imageries in the opening scene, 

Yeats draws a clear map of characters’ power-relations: we have a character who thinks he 

owns the place of the action and would do anything to keep his presumed authority over it, an 

intruder who wants to own the place, and a semi-divine creature who actually owns the site 

and thus has the most dramaturgical agency. Any possible change to these established 

conditions of the play’s spatial relations necessarily leads to conflict.108  

The dramatic action is eventually triggered by the Young Man’s attempt to change this 

initial spatial set-up: he decides to stay at the desolate place of the mountain-side, and wait for 

the moment when the sacred water of immortality fills the well. As a reaction, the Old Man 

turns against the intruder quite openly. He desperately wants the other to “go away & leave the 

well” to him, for “it belongs the old & all that is withered.”109 The second important dramatic 

change comes about when the Guardian is forced move out from her initial position beside the 

well, to let the intruder occupy it.  

 

You shall not draw me from this. (He sits down by well) 

[…] 

I shall not com leav this place 

til bird I am immortal as you are.110 

 

It is the above move of Cuchulain that forces the Guardian to start her dance – the action that 

concludes the play, and that eventually determines Cuchulain’s fate.111 

The above discussion shows that even at this very early stage of the play’s composition, 

Yeats imagined characters’ power-relations and the series of their actions in terms of movement 

in space. Since the first group of drafts were composed before rehearsals started for the play’s 

performance, Yeats had no practical experience of how these place changes would look like on 

an actual stage, which might be the reason why he did not include more elaborate stage 

                                                           
105 Ubersfeld, Reading Theatre, 117. 
106 NLI 8773(3) a, 3r. 
107 NLI 8773(3) a, 7r. 
108 The play is, in many ways, a good example for Ubersfeld’s statement in which she claims that “the structure 

of almost all dramatic stories can be read as a conflict between spaces, or as conquest or abandonment of a 

space.” Ubersfeld, Reading Theatre, 115. 
109 NLI 8773(3) a, 6r. 
110 NLI 8773(3) a, 9r. 
111 The two paragraphs on the changes in the dramatic action was published in an earlier version of the analysis 

of the play, in an article format. See: Szuts, "The Space-Minded Dramaturgy of W.B. Yeats.” 



Chapter One: At the Hawk’s Well 

 

42 

 

directions into the text. However, there is one element in the prose draft that suggests that he 

was already experimenting with inscribing choreographic references into the script, which was 

the first step towards the development of a dramaturgical technique that relied greatly on the 

narrative function of movement. 

 After the Guardian has been moved out from her position near the well, the chorus 

delivers a long description of her dance with Cuchulain, which describes a proto-choreography 

Yeats imagined for the players’ moves. Some parts of it are intentionally left open, and serve 

as mere indication that there would be more script to add.   

 

         Corus describes first part of dance 

 

Cuchullan (who has risen slowly to his feet) 

[…] 

Corus Chorus. Continues description of dance. How they 

dan go from rock to rock on the mountain side. Is it 

hate or is it love. Sometimes she runs leads him 

near the fountain and then away. The fountain bubbles 

at this moment the woman wh in her daze breaks 

from him & runs out. He goes half way to the fountain then hears the cry of the 

Hawk & 

and runs out after the woman. The old man gets up 

& goes out to the well.112 

 

Although the proportions of movement and narration in the dance sequence is not yet indicated, 

Yeats’s intention to divide the dance into two or more parts with narrative interventions by the 

chorus is apparent. This dramaturgical formation of the close interplay of action and narration 

later becomes a salient feature of the dance plays’ space dramaturgy, and provides an important 

aspect both for textual and practical inquiry in later chapters. 

 The last compositional feature that deserves mentioning in relation to the prose draft is 

the insertion of references to offstage spaces, actions and characters: in other words, the 

conscious use of absence as a tool of space dramaturgy. When Cuchulain returns back to the 

stage after his pursuit of the Hawk-Woman, he hears the sounds of battle from the distance: 

 

Cuchullan. What is the sound upon the hills – It was as though 

Clashing of spears 

 

Old man. She is coming against you. The fierce women of 

The hills – they that carry shield & sword.113 

 

 

                                                           
112 NLI 8773(3) a, 9r, 10r. 
113 NLI 8773(3) a, 10r. 
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The women who are associated with the offstage space of the hills are here only referred to 

through sound, which highlights their absence, thus enhancing its dramaturgical significance. 

In his article on the uses of sound in Yeats’s late plays, Pierre Longuenesse conceptualises this 

feature of Yeatsian dramaturgy as a systematic reliance on “acousmatic sound”, which he 

defines as a “disassociation between sound and images.”114 He writes:  

From the early 1900s, Yeats’s drama stages characters in night-time or half-lit 

atmospheres – through different variations – and in which voices are more often than 

not separated from the bodies. Although this disassociation between sounds and 

images seems at first to be used particularly when characters enter and/or exit the 

stage, it appears to become more and more generalised and systematic. This 

phenomenon may be traced fairly easily by noting the great number of stage directions 

referring to sound, the link between sound information and visual details describing 

the light effects provided by these stages directions, or, more generally, the variety 

and contracts of voice effects. Starting from Plays for Dancers, Yeats’s theatre 

originally displays this obsessive acousmatic composition of its characters’ voices – 

acousmatic sounds being sounds heard but whose location cannot be identified.115 

 

Yeats’s uses of absence, and indeed, acousmatic sound and voices, in later versions of the script 

become more inventive, foregrounding the tool’s recurring and more refined employment in 

his subsequent dance plays, which will be analysed in further detail throughout the dissertation.  

 

The Second Group of Manuscripts: The Verse Draft and Early Typescripts 

In the second group of drafts, Yeats continues to work along the lines of the space-minded 

dramaturgy he initiated in his early manuscripts, but his devices become more complex and 

refined. He expands the network of poetic images that he sketched in the prose version, and 

gives more dramaturgical agency to the movement of actors’ bodies in the playing space. To 

make the symbolic connection between the Woman of the Sidhe and the well more apparent, 

Yeats inserts additional phrases describing the rocky landscape into the chorus’s opening lines, 

and  introduces a set of poetic images that function as a counterpoint to these descriptions. The 

new poetic device he employs here will be referred to as contrastive space-imageries. These 

new parts of the song describe an alternative way of life imagined for the Young Man, which, 

instead of envisioning his “cold death […] upon a desolate hill”, depict him in a cosy room 

interior by the fire, alongside his family:116 

 

marries & stays 

Where now they are seen 

But has children & dogs or 

By the hearth side 

                                                           
114 Longuenesse, “Playing with Voices and with Doubles in Two of Yeats’s Plays”, 104. 
115 Ibid. 
116 NLI 8773(5) a, 6r. 
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[…] 

Children & dogs on th flor [?at] the fire117 

 

These contrastive images relating to Cuchulain’s ageing and death are developed further in 

later drafts, and also reappear in slightly different forms in the other dance plays.118 

 The personal space-imageries of the Old Man and Cuchulain are also amended in this 

phase of the play’s composition, by means of the inclusion of phrases that give more insight to 

the two characters’ relationship to the well. Cuchulain’s comment on the Old Man’s 

connections to the place, phrased as “if you are as native as this part”, is extended to “If you 

are native & t her & that rough tongeue / Matches the barbarous spot”.119 Although this addition 

highlights that the Old Man has more right to claim the place as his own, knowing that he spent 

so much time there that he had almost become one with it, another newly inserted phrase makes 

it clear to the audience that he himself was once an intruder to the place. The telling passage in 

which the Old Man describes his arrival to the well is changed from “my hair upon my 

shoulders, & a spear in my hand” to “blown / By what had seemed to me a lucky sail.”120 

 In addition to the extension of poetic imagery related to characters’ spatial attributes, 

there is another aspect of the play’s composition in this phase that deserves closer attention. In 

the second group of manuscripts, some of Yeats’s revisions suggest that he wants to move 

away from the descriptive dramaturgy of the prose draft in favour of a more choreographic 

means of expression. In previous versions of the script, when The Old Man fails to get a 

response from the Guardian, he “looks at her”, and then “shakes her”.121 In the verse draft, 

these two actions are reduced to one stylised movement, which is the Old Man’s place change 

in the direction of the well and its Guardian, phrased as “goes near”.122 A similar modification 

is made a few lines later, at Cuchulain’s entry. The long descriptive passage that precedes and 

then narrates the Young Man’s arrival is cut entirely, to be substituted by his sudden 

appearance. Yeats also reworks the descriptions for the proto-choreography for the final dance: 

he cuts most of the detailed stage directions relating to the dancers’ movements, and rewrites 

the chorus’s passages in a way that instead of simply describing the dancers’ motions, they 

provide a poetic commentary on their thoughts and emotions: 

 

First Musician (speaking) 

 

No The madness has laid upon her now 

[…] 

Keep from the terrible dancing feet & terrible eyes 

[…] 

                                                           
117 NLI 8773(2), 1r. 
118 In The Only Jealousy of Emer, Yeats uses the same images to describe the two ways of aged life. For a more 

detailed analysis on contrastive space-imageries in the textual evolution of The Only Jealousy of Emer, see 

Chapter Three on page 166. 
119 NLI 8773(3) a, NLI 8773(2), 8r. 
120 NLI 8773(3) a, 5r, NLI 8773(2), 10r. 
121 NLI 8773(3) a, 2r. 
122 NLI 8773(2) 5r. 
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Keep from me – how should I bear the face, those eyes 

(They cover their faces with their hands)123 

 

It is important to highlight the new stage direction that asks the Musicians to “cover their faces 

with their hands”, which Yeats inserted to signal their emotional and physical involvement in 

the action. Both this newly added gesture and the consistent use of first person singular 

pronouns in the chorus’s speeches serve the same purpose as the wording of the first drafts of 

the opening song: to help the audience connect with the dramatic action and to facilitate their 

identification with the main characters. 

If we want to summarise the evolution of the text from the first prose draft to its full 

verse composition, we can conclude that the changes in its language and stage directions reflect 

Yeats’s attempt to work the script towards a dramaturgy that relies more on the narrative 

function of movement. While this intention is strongly suggested by the abovementioned 

changes, it is firmly justified by the alterations and marginalia found in the third group of 

manuscripts, which were produced during the rehearsals for the play’s first production. 

Because most of these annotations relate to stage movements and gestures (some in the form 

of drawings or arrows indicating movement directions), the same kind of textual analysis that 

I applied for the previous two groups proved inefficient and limited when I started to work on 

the material. For this reason, I had to introduce a practical element into the methodology of 

their scrutiny, which was an attempt to recreate of the whole movement-plan of the 1916 

production with the help of two actors. The research method applied for this section was a 

synthesis of practice-based inquiry and manuscript analysis, and was carried out based on the 

annotations and sketches that were drawn into the script during rehearsals. These marginalia 

were identified as being done by Edmund Dulac, who directed the play, Allan Wade, who 

played the Old Man, and Ezra Pound, who was present on some occasions. 

 

The Third Group of Manuscripts: The Annotated Rehearsal Typescript 

The practical session exploring the annotated rehearsal typescript was carried out on 22 

September 2017 at the O’Donoghue Centre, NUI Galway. As the experiment only involved 

reading out lines and moving in the space according to my instructions (as suggested by the 

stage directions and annotations in the rehearsal script), it did not require trained actors. I was 

helped out by my fellow PhD students, Tiana Fischer and Gaby Fletcher, who can be seen in 

the pictures attached to this section. The below analysis reflects the findings of my research 

inquiry based both on the textual analysis of the rehearsal script, as found in NLI 8773 (4) and 

Berg (3),124 and on the practical re-enactment of the movement plan suggested by it. 

Revisions of the opening scene already signify the influence of stage practice. The 

delivery of the play’s opening chorus, whose arrangement in an actual, physical space was not 

described in previous drafts, is amended with a commentary on the Musicians’ stage placement 

and on the movements involved in the cloth-folding ritual. Yeats defined the playing space as 

                                                           
123 NLI 8773(5) a, 3r. 
124 Some of the annotations which are assumed to have been made during the rehearsal period are only indicated 

in Berg (3), which is an amended copy of NLI 8773(4). Because of their substantial similarities, they are both 

discussed in the same section under the term “rehearsal script”. 
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a bare area allocated on the floor of a room with a back wall, and added another musician 

(member of the chorus) to the two he had indicated in earlier drafts. The opening description 

in the rehearsal typescript reads as follows: 

 

SCENE. – The stage is any bare space in a room against a wall. 

  

The three MUSICIANS enter slowly. One carries a black cloth. He stands in the 

middle of the space. The others stand one on either side and slowly unfold the cloth 

till a part of the stage is hidden. As they unfold it the move back more towards the 

end so that the cloth makes an angle, with one MUSICIAN at the apex. The 

MUSICIANS sing while the cloth is being unfolded.125  

 

The arrangement of the Musicians in the opening sequence provides the first ever occasion in 

the dance plays’ composition for Yeats to employ the geometric form of the triangle as a tool 

for spatial arrangement. In rehearsals it might have served as a simple practical device to hide 

a part of the playing area while the Guardian of the Well occupied her position, but in its later 

applications it became a symbolic choreographic element, and a recurring organising principle 

both in the spatial and textual arrangement of the plays, which will be discussed in further detail 

in the following chapters. 

 Beside defining the positioning and stage movements of the Musicians, Yeats provides 

additional descriptions for the placement of his three main characters, and gives more details 

on the play’s suggested spatial arrangements. In his Preface to Four Plays for Dancers, Yeats 

states that he wants to set his movement-based compositions free from the restrictions of any 

given theatre space, and instead wishes to compose plays that could work “on any scale in any 

system”.126 The annotated rehearsal script of At the Hawk’s Well, however, provides evidence 

for the contrary, as it reflects Yeats’s reliance on existing theatre spaces, namely that of the 

Japanese Noh and Kabuki stages. We know that although Yeats never saw a full Japanese 

theatre performance, he had a basic knowledge of the arrangement of its theatre spaces. There 

are several photographs of Kabuki and Noh stages and actors in performance in the Yeats 

papers (in the folders of NLI 40,585 and NLI 4,586), which provide tangible evidence for this. 

The most evident similarity between the stage space of At the Hawk’s Well and the Noh 

stage is the platform arrangement with a back wall and a playing space that is open to the 

audience on three sides. Sketches in the rehearsal script show that the opening to the stage was 

on stage right, resembling the position of the hashigakari (the bridge which in Noh is associated 

with the transition between reality and the otherworld, and through which all characters enter 

the stage). 

                                                           
125 Berg (3), 1r. 
126 Yeats, Four Plays for Dancers, vi. 
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Figure 7. Sketch for the entrance on stage right, NLI 8773(4), 10r. 

Figure 8. The Noh stage. Source: the-noh.com 
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If we compare the stage directions that describe the initial stage movement of the chorus “They 

now go to one side of the stage, rolling up the cloth”) with the entry of the Old Man a few lines 

later (“An Old Man ENTERS through the audience from the other side”), we can assume that 

the position for the Musicians was opposite the stage entrance on upstage left, just as in Noh 

performances.127  

Another similarity to the spatial arrangements of Japanese theatres is the inclusion of a 

flight of steps into the playing space, which was used to provide another entrance to the stage. 

In the rehearsal script, both the Old Man and the Young Man are instructed to enter “through 

the audience”, and to spend some time off the actual stage, either on the steps themselves or 

among the rows of the spectators. The steps could have been employed as a way of reimagining 

the hanamichi bridge of the Kabuki stage and its function, which was to bring the players closer 

to the audience, and hence involve them in the dramatic action.128 The idea of opening the 

playing space up to the audience through a flight of steps links Yeats’s earlier attempts in 

breaking down the fourth wall in the Abbey with his experiments in re-appropriating the 

features of Japanese playing spaces, and signifies his prevailing intention to write plays for 

shared performance spaces.  

 

The exploitation of the full theatre space as playing area could have helped Yeats to actually 

visualise characters’ changing power relations, which had only been indicated in brief textual 

references in previous versions of the script. In the rehearsal script, the Old Man’s entry is 

described to have taken much longer in performance than was previously planned according to 

                                                           
127 NLI 8773(4), 3. 
128 Leiter, “The Kanamaru-za: Japan’s Oldest Kabuki Theatre,” 68. 

Figure 9. The Kabuki stage and the hanamichi bridge. Source: kabuki21.com 
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the printed script: pencilled annotations indicate his appearance among the audience before the 

First Musician starts his speech, and suggests that he was moving towards the stage among 

members of the audience until he went up to the stage at the end of the Musicians’ first passage. 

His appearance and first moves were conducted as follows: 

 

                Old man enters head down. 

               Raises head at 

   FIRST MUSICIAN (speaking) 

That old man climbs up hither 

Who has been watching by this well 

These fifty years, 

He is all doubled up with age. 

The old thorn-trees are doubled so 

Among the rocks where he is climbing. 

goes up stage & crosses over at taps of drum129  

  

In performance, the Young Man’s entry was also significantly extended both in time and in 

space, with a long walk through the auditorium and some time spent on the steps. The script 

demonstrates that he entered the shared playing space during the Old Man’s speech to the 

Guardian, but only stepped onto the stage after his line “I but see / A hollow among stones half 

full of leaves”, as seen below: 

 

YOUNG MAN (coming up steps) 

  comes up 

A rumour has led me, 

A story told over wine towards dawn. 

[…]  

 

OLD MAN. Can you see nothing yonder? Young man still 

      On top of steps 

YOUNG MAN. 

     Old man always  

towards him 

I but see 

A hollow among stones half full of leaves.130 

      

In later sections of the dialogue, Yeats further experimented with exploiting the possibilities of 

meaning-making through proximity and stage placement. In contrast to the play’s earlier 

version, in which there were only a few instances where the playwright employed stage 

movement for narrative purposes, the rehearsal script shows a heavy reliance on non-verbal 

means of storytelling and characterisation. In the production, after Cuchulain appeared in the 

                                                           
129 NLI 8773(4) 4r. 
130 NLI 8773(4), 6, 7r. 
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playing space and started his conversation with the Old Man, the changes in their power 

relations were constantly underpinned by their movements on the stage. When the Young 

Man’s behaviour was taken by the Old Man as threatening, he stepped back from him, and 

contrastingly, when Cuchulain showed interest or expressed his superiority to the Old Man, he 

moved towards his direction. The marginalia in the below section provides a good example for 

the “proximity-game” of the two male characters: 

 

YOUNG MAN. (one further step) 

I am named Cuchulain, I am Sualtim’s son. 

 

OLD MAN. 

I have never heard that name. 

 

CUCHULAN. 

It is not unknown. I have an ancient house beyond the sea. 

 

Old Man (backing) 

What mischief brings you hither, you are like those 

Who are crazy for the shedding of man’s blood, 

And for the love of women? 

[…] 

 

As C. gets  In one or another shape, now hawk, or wolf 

interested  Or panic-stricken deer as the mood takes her, 

he approaches   She is always flitting upon this mountain-side 

    To allure or to destroy. 

[…] 

 

old man  YOUNG MAN. 

 Back   Have you been set down there 

  To threaten all who come, and scare them off, 

  You seem as dried up as the leaves and sticks, 

  As though you had no part in life.131 

 

The miniature choreography of the contrastive motions of the male characters could have 

functioned as a kind of lead-in for the dance sequence. 

 The number of pencilled annotations and sketches of actors’ movements and gestures 

increase drastically from the section where the Guardian begins to give her hawk-cries in 

preparation for her dance. [starting on 10r in NLI 8773(4), and continuing on the following 

pages until 13r]. For the interpretation of these visual references, I relied predominantly on my 

practical engagement with the material. The re-enactment of the original stage movements 

revealed that after the first cry of the Guardian, the two male characters’ place-changes on the 

                                                           
131 NLI 8773(4), 6r, 11r. 
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stage became bigger and more frequent, which means that they had to be executed with a 

gradually increasing speed, until the Hawk-woman started her dance. To demonstrate how 

these changes in the dynamics and the volume of characters’ moves were manifested in real 

space, let us consider the sequence of drawings found on 10r and 11r in NLI 8773(4), interpreted 

alongside the annotations inserted to the same pages. Each movement is exemplified visually 

in a series of pictures taken at the section’s practice-based exploration. 

 After the first cry of the Hawk-Woman, the Young Man had to cross the entire stage 

from upstage right to downstage left, which was his first big move in the playing space. This 

place change is signalled by the stage direction “crosses to A” next to the first lines of  

Cuchulain’s monologue beginning with “It sounded like the sudden cry”, and by the sketches 

on the left margin that show the initial (marked with “C”) and final position of the Young Man 

(marked with “A”): see Figures 10 and 11.132 

 

 

Meanwhile, the Old Man, who was standing centre stage, turned towards Cuchulain (marked 

by the annotation “old man turns”). The following annotations indicate that as Cuchulain “got 

interested” in the Old Man’s speech, he approach him (“As C. gets interested he approaches”), 

                                                           
132 Andrew Parkin’s notes on these moves in the Cornell manuscript series are incorrect. His description refers 

to the position of the stage entrance as being on “center left”(sic!), whereas it is on stage right. Similarly, 

Cuchulain’s initial position is described as being “upstage left”, whereas it is also upstage right. There are 

several other instances in the volume where stage right is confused with stage left. Yeats, At the Hawk’s Well 

and Cat and the Moon, 135. 

Figures 10 and 11. Two sketches on the margins of NLI 8773(4), 10r. Annotation on left sketch: “Backs two 

steps”. On right sketch: “Comes to A. Old man turns.”  

Figures 12 and 13. Positions before and after Cuchulain's move dowstage left. The Old Man turns his head. 
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while the Old Man backed towards downstage right (“old man back”): see Figures 14-16. The 

direction of the Old Man’s move can be deduced from the fact that by the end of the passage, 

both characters needed to be downstage right at the position signalled by the sketch on the 

bottom of the page (Figure 14).  

 

 

Figure 14. Sketches on NLI 8773(4), 11r. Figure on the left shows the positions and gestures for Old 

Man and Young Man, as Cuchulain approaches and Old Man backs away. Annotations on the left: 

"old man back" and "C. turns towards well". On the right: "Hawk cry" and "Crosses to well". 

 

Figures 15 and 16. Positions for Cuchulain as he approaches the Old Man, and for the Old Man backing away 

from him. They reach the position on downstage right, as prompted by the sketch in Figure 14. 
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At the second cry, Cuchulain needed to “cross” the stage again “to the well”, which, according 

to the drawing in the script, was upstage centre, almost near the back wall. Following this, the 

Old Man went “back to higher corner by fire” which was upstage right, then “stepped forward” 

to finally “crouch” down upstage centre, quite close to Cuchulain and the well.133 

 

                                                           
133 In the Cornell edition, Andrew Parkin suggests that the “higher corner by fire” is at the position “A” in the 

sketch on NLI 8773(4), 11r (Figure 14). This interpretation is problematic if we consider that in this case, 

“higher corner” would mean a position downstage, which is highly unlikely. The most confusing reference in 

this particular stage direction is the mention of the fire, which was, according to my movement-map, between 

the stage entrance and the end of the stage upstage right. My interpretation here is that the Old Man crossed 

from downstage right to upstage right “by fire”, meaning passing by the fire, and not finishing his move by it. 

Yeats, At the Hawk’s Well and Cat and the Moon, 137. 

Figures 15 and 16. Positions for Cuchulain as he approaches the Old Man, and for the Old Man backing away 

from him. They reach the position on downstage right, as prompted by the sketch in Figure 14. 

Figures 17, 18 and 19: Annotations on NLI 8773(4), 12r and 13r. Left: "goes back to higher corner by fire". 

Middle: "step forward". Right: "crouches". 

Figures 20 and 21. Left: Positions after Cuchulain has crossed to the well. Right: Old Man is going back to 

higher corner by fire. 

Figures 22 and 23. Left: Old Man steps forward. Right: Old Man crouches. 
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Cuchulain’s moves crossing the whole stage space twice, diagonally, combined with the Old 

Man’s simultaneous counter-movements involving the full right side of the stage space 

happened during a relatively short period of time, which must have evoked a sense of 

continuous and dynamic motion on the stage. This kind of proto-choreographic exploitation of 

the playing area is in sharp contrast to the commonly accepted notion of the early performances 

of Yeats’s dance plays, which are generally considered as static, and relying predominantly on 

the stillness of actors.134 

The play’s final dance sequence, after Yeats’s repeated attempts to finalise it in earlier 

drafts, eventually reached completion during the rehearsal period in March 1916. In its final 

form, the full sequence contained three danced sections, each of which was marked to be 

slightly different both in terms of its emotional drive and manner of execution. Annotations 

suggest that the first change in the nature of the dance came about when the Hawk-woman, 

having danced for Cuchulain for some time, “stirred him”, and he “staggered to his feet.”135 It 

is possible that after the Young Man stood up and addressed a few sentences to the Guardian, 

he joined her in the final part of the dance, but the script contains no references to his direct 

involvement. Based on the annotations, it can be concluded that the basic structure of the dance 

sequence consisted of an introductory section with the Guardian dancing on her own, a more 

elaborate part comprising the commentary of the chorus and Cuchulain’s changing emotional 

reactions to the dance, and a final section in which the Young Man interacted with the Hawk-

Woman either only verbally, or verbally and choreographically.  

Another modification which was applied during the rehearsals of the dance sequence 

was the re-timing of the Hawk-Woman’s exit. The typescript shows that Yeats initially 

imagined that the two players’ exit would happen synchronically, but annotations indicate that 

the Guardian had left slightly earlier, just before the Musicians called the audience’s attention 

to the water that had meanwhile started to fill the well: 

  

MUSICIANS (speaking) 

  (The Hawk goes out) 

I have heard the plash ^ (uncovering their faces) it 

   it exit hawk 

    it comes, it comes 

  it glitters among the stones ^ and he has heard the plash 

The stones are covered by a glittering pool. 

He heard the plash. Look, he has turned his head. 

  

                                                           
134 In Embodied Texts, Mary Fleischer refers to Ito’s collaboration with Yeats in the 1916 production as an 

“experiment with stillness and the presence of the body.” Fleischer, Embodied Texts, xviii. In her article, "At the 

Hawk's Well": Yeats's Unresolved Conflict Between Language and Silence”, Edna G. Sharoni emphasises the 

importance of silence and stillness in the play’s performance, arguing that one of the most important 

performance qualities that the play inherited from the Noh is its “stillness of contemplation.” Sharoni, "At the 

Hawk's Well," 169. 
135 NLI 8773(4), 14r. 
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 (The GIRL rushes out giving cry of hawk 

    followed by CUCHULAIN […])136 

 

This dramaturgical decision is in line with the principle of restructuring the performance 

according to the rules of choreographic meaning-making. With the Guardian’s exit on stage 

right, Cuchulain’s final choice was expressed by means of a physical action: with the single 

move of turning his head from stage left to stage right. This staging solution made Cuchulain’s 

decision more spectacular than it would have been if the producers had kept to Yeats’s original 

idea of merely describing it through the chorus’s narration. 

As we can see from the examples discussed above, the practical experience of staging 

the play helped Yeats and his collaborators create a performance that relied on stage movement 

as an important means of meaning-making. To investigate how the rehearsal process influenced 

the textual evolution of the play in the last phase of its composition, in the next section, I am 

going to turn to the analysis of its printed versions. 

 

The Fourth Group of Scripts: The Play’s Printed Versions 

At the Hawk’s Well appeared in five different publications between the years of 1917 and 1934 

(as listed at the beginning of the chapter on page 32). Apart from the text in To-Day, which 

mirrors the play’s earlier version used as the rehearsal script, all other printed versions reflect 

Yeats’s revisions that postdate the play’s first performances. Since the different editions do not 

show significant variations, I am going to analyse them together. 

The first important addition that Yeats includes in the play’s printed versions is the list 

of the dramatis personae, with brief commentaries on each character’s appearance. 

Interestingly, it is the first time in the evolution of the text that the masks are mentioned, which 

are otherwise one of the most important performance tools in the dance plays’ dramaturgy. One 

possible reason for this is Yeats’s reliance on the text’s initial practical exploration, according 

to which he could decide about his preferred way of exploiting the dramatic effects of mask-

wearing. Based on the experience of the first production, Yeats divided his characters to two 

groups: the main players were instructed to wear masks, and the three Musicians to be “made 

up” so that their faces “resembled” masks.137 In this performance aspect too, Yeats relied on 

the Noh as a major influence, where players’ faces are covered with masks, and members of 

the chorus are unmasked. In the play’s first performance, the players were wearing masks (and 

costumes) designed by Edmund Dulac, which were made with the intention to be re-used in 

Yeats’s succeeding dance plays. Yeats phrased this intention in his Preface to Four Plays for 

Dancers:  

The designs by Mr. Dulac represent the masks and costumes used in the first 

performance of "The Hawk's Well."  The beautiful mask of Cuchulain may, I think, 

serve for  Dervorgilla, and if I write plays and organize performances on any scale 

and with any system, I shall hope for a small  number of typical masks, each capable 

of use in several  plays. The face of the speaker should be as much a work of art as 

                                                           
136 NLI 8773(4), 15r. 
137 Yeats, Collected Plays, 207. 
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the lines that he speaks or the costume that he wears, that all may be as artificial as 

possible. Perhaps in the end one would write plays for certain masks.138 

 

Beside the references on mask-wearing, Yeats amends the opening description of the printed 

text with more practical details on how to arrange the playing space, and how the opening ritual 

should be executed. He adds references to the type of instruments the Musicians should be 

using in performance, and extends his commentary on the possible arrangements of lighting. 

The first section on the play’s opening instructions were reworked to the following: 

 

The stage is any bare space before a wall against which stands a patterned screen. A 

drum and a gong and a zither have been laid close to the screen before the play begins. 

If necessary, they can be carried in after the audience is seated by First Musician, who 

also can attend the lights if there is any special lighting. We had two lanterns upon 

posts – designed by Mr. Dulac – at the outer corners of the stage, but they did not give 

enough light, and we found it better to play by the light of a large chandelier. Indeed 

I think, so far as any present experience goes, that the most effective lighting is the 

lighting we are most accustomed to in our rooms. These masked players seem stranger 

when there is no mechanical means of separating them from us.139 

 

The instructions above emphasise the importance of the duality of inclusion and exclusion by 

employing naturalistic lighting with room lights, and bringing the spectators as close as 

possible to the players, yet at the same time distancing them from the dramatic action with the 

use of masks. In the second part of the instructions, the triangular placement of the Musicians 

during the cloth-folding ritual is kept, with a growing emphasis on the players’ slow, stylised, 

and highly ritualistic moves. 

The most interesting aspect of Yeats’s revisions in the main body of the text is 

unquestionably the inclusion of those references that relate to actors’ stage movement and 

placement. The instructions that referred to the extended use of the playing space remained in 

the script: the entries for the Old Man and Cuchulain “through the audience” were incorporated 

into all of the printed versions. However, the choreographic place-changes of the masked 

players throughout their entire dialogue are missing from the published scripts, which made 

the play’s printed versions less reliant on movement as a means of meaning-making. The fact 

that the unique dramaturgical exploitation of actors’ proximity in performance was not 

transferred into the printing process implies that although Yeats and his collaborators made an 

important discovery in their practical explorations, the playwright considered this discovery as 

a predominantly performative one. In this early stage of the development of the genre of the 

dance play, aspects of stage practice and textual composition were not yet fully integrated, 

although they were in close interplay from the onset of Yeats’s practice-based revisions. In 

later phases of the development of the playwright’s dramaturgical methods, text and 

performance will become inseparable, for which I will provide examples in the following 

chapters. 

                                                           
138 Yeats, Four Plays for Dancers, vi. 
139 Ibid, 3. 
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Another possible explanation for Yeats’s choice in eventually leaving out the majority 

of his stage directions from the published versions of At the Hawk’s Well is that he attempted 

to strip the text to down to its base in its space dramaturgy, to avoid it becoming too 

prescriptive, and to make its performance less dependent on any existing spatial system. This 

assumption is supported by the fact that Yeats consciously left out all of those instructions that 

connected the play to the spatial arrangements of the Noh: the references to an elevated 

platform stage and the use of steps are completely missing from all printed versions, and stage 

directions describing an entrance on stage right and the chorus’s position on upstage left are 

also omitted. Compare for example the description of the Old Man’s entry in the rehearsal 

script and its appearance in the Collected Plays: 

 

An Old Man enters through the audience from the other side. He 

crouches down a little way from the well, moving his hands as if he were 

making a fire. He has, however, nothing in his hands.140 

      

 

The Old Man enters through the audience. […] 

The Old Man stands for a moment motionless by the side of the stage 

with bowed head. He lifts his head at the sound of a drum tap. He goes 

towards the front of the stage moving to the taps of the drum. He 

crouches and moves his hands as if making a fire. His movements, like 

those of the other persons in the play, suggest a marionette.141    

Beside the omission of references that resemble the movement directions of the Noh stage, 

there is another important difference between the two passages quoted above. Whereas the first 

one merely describes what the Old Man should be doing when he enters the stage and where 

he should go, the second one gives instructions on how he should be conducting his moves. 

What Yeats attempts to describe here is a full choreography for the Old Man’s entry, which 

undoubtedly derives from his practical engagement with the scene in performance. This new, 

choreographic quality that Yeats endows his writing with is an important addition to his 

dramaturgical practice, which will become an integral part of his later compositions, starting 

with The Dreaming of the Bones. 
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141 Yeats, Collected Plays, 210. 
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AT THE HAWK’S WELL IN PERFORMANCE 

 

At the Hawk’s Well on the Peacock Stage in 1930  

At the Hawk’s Well is Yeats’s most frequently staged dance play. There are six recorded 

productions that happened during Yeats’s lifetime, among which three took place outside of 

Ireland.142 Its international appeal (and Michio Ito’s personal connections) made it possible to 

tour it in New York in the year of its premiere in London, and even brought it “home” to Japan 

in 1939, where it started a long line of stage adaptations.143 The play has since been revived 

and adapted to different performance genres many times both on European stages and 

overseas.144  

 Despite the play’s popularity among theatre-makers outside of Ireland, its performance 

history in Yeats’s own national theatre is fairly short. The database of the Abbey digital 

archives lists merely five productions that took place in the theatre between 1916 and 2020 (in 

1930, 1933, 1978, 1984 and 1989 respectively). In my study, following the principle of 

investigating those performances only that might have influenced Yeats’s dramaturgical 

technique, I restricted the scope of analyses to the productions in 1930 and 1933. Regrettably, 

the 1933 production lacks reliable source materials for a detailed dramaturgical analysis. The 

only reference that I found on the production in the archives of the Abbey Theatre and the 

National Library is its playbill, which provides basic information on the cast, crew, and the 

dates of the performances. It notes that the play was staged on the big Abbey stage under the 

direction of Arthur Shields, with the dance choreography of Ninette de Valois, and with the 

music and costume designs by Edmund Dulac. The production had a run of six performances, 

with an opening night on 25 July 1933. According to Richard Allen Cave’s commentary on the 

production in his book on the Yeats-de Valois collaborations, the 1933 staging was a revival 

of the play’s first performance in 1916, and involved the same dramaturgical solutions, except 

for the dance choreography, which was created afresh by de Valois.145 In contrast to the sparse 

references on the 1933 production, the number of archive materials relating to the staging in 

1930 is comparably high: in the Abbey Theatre Papers, there are 41 pages of annotated 

                                                           
142 The dates of the performances are: 2 and 4 April 1916 (London), 1 November 1916 (New York, directed by 

Michio Ito), 23 March 1924 (Dublin, in Yeats’s home, performed by the Dublin Drama League), 1930 (Peacock 

Stage, by students of the Abbey School of Acting, Dublin), 25 July 1933 (Abbey Theatre, Dublin), 1939 

(Japan). 
143 Many of the Japanese performances staged from the 1990s onwards aimed at re-converting the play to its 

“original Noh form”. More commentary on, and specific examples for, this type of performance is provided in 

the Introduction on page 16. 
144 The most recent, and probably the most extreme, adaptations of the play outside of Ireland were Simon 

Starling’s dance adaptation, At Twilight, which was choreographed by Javier de Frutos, and was performed in 

Glasgow at The Common Guild, Holmwood House in August 2016. An exhibition of At Twilight opened in the 

Japan Society Gallery, New York, in October 2016. A bi-lingual, cross-cultural performance of the play was 

staged under the name Takahime, The Hawk Princess in February 2017, at the Bunkamura Orchard Hall in 

Tokyo. The production was a collaboration between a Noh ensemble (directed by Gensho Umewaka), and a 

Celtic choir, Anuna. A Japanese ballet-opera version of the play was staged at the National Opera of Paris in 

September 2019, directed by Hiroshi Sugimoto. 
145 Cave, Collaborations, 79-80. 
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rehearsal scripts that belong to the production, which provide a firm ground for the 

investigation of its dramaturgical solutions.146 

 The first performance of At the Hawk’s Well in the Abbey was staged on the small 

experimental stage of the Peacock theatre, which opened to the public on 13 November 1927.147 

The production premiered on 17 November 1930 and had a run of six performances. From 

Yeats’s own accounts, we know that the show was put on by members of the newly-founded 

Abbey School of Acting, and that the producers used the original music, costumes and masks 

created by Edmund Dulac in 1916. There is no evidence of Yeats’s direct involvement in the 

making of the production, but his appraisal and acknowledgement of it is recorded. In his 

dedication to Edmund Dulac in The Winding Stair and Other Poems he writes: 

 

Dear Dulac, 

I saw my Hawk’s Well (sic!) played by students of our Schools of Dancing 

and of Acting a couple of years ago in a beautiful little theatre called “The 

Peacock,” which shares a roof with the Abbey Theatre. Watching 

Cuchulain in his lovely mask and costume, that old masked man who 

seems hundreds of years old, that Guardian of the Well, with your great 

golden wings and dancing to your music, I had one of those moments of 

excitement that are the dramatist’s reward and decided there and then to 

dedicate to you my next book of verse.148 

  

The documents related to the production in the Abbey Archives are four complete rehearsal 

scripts, of which only two are annotated. One of these has the name “Second Musician” written 

on its front page but is otherwise clear of further commentary. The other copy is indicated to 

have belonged to the “Third Musician”, and contains several handwritten stage directions on 

its margins.  

                                                           
146 In The National Library, the file is documented as NLI 29,552, and is part of the Abbey Theatre Papers. I 

accessed the file via the Abbey Digital Archives, provided by NUI Galway, on 22 February 2017. 
147 According to Morash and Richards, the new little studio stage was a space “whose physical limitations were 

more pronounced than its possibilities, with a performance space only 6.3 metres across and 4.8 metres deep, 

raised a mere 0.5 metres from the auditorium floor. The Peacock stage was only technically a proscenium arch 

theatre, for there was no offstage space, the back wall of the theatre was not parallel to the front of the stage, and 

there was no way of making a backstage cross.” Morash and Richards also point towards the possibility that the 

limitations of the Peacock stage contributed to the evolution of Yeatsian dramaturgy, by prompting the 

playwright to compose plays that instead of “reinforcing the inherent limits of the space, transcend them.” 

Morash and Richards, Mapping Irish Theatre, 23. 
148 Yeats, The Winding Stair and Other Poems, v. 
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A closer inspection of these penned annotations reveal that the second copy was used by the 

actor who played the Young Man, and not the Third Musician, as all the comments appear next 

to Cuchulain’s lines. The actor’s identity cannot be known for certain, as the there is no playbill 

on file attached to the production, nor there is any indication of his name on the rehearsal script. 

It is possible that the role was given to William O’Gorman, as he was cast for the part in 1933, 

and played the Young Man in the 1931 production of The Dreaming of The Bones. In his 

annotations in the rehearsal copy, the actor used two pens of different colours: a black one for 

indicating emotions and moods for the delivery of the lines, and a blue one for instructions for 

movement.  

Figure 24. Annotation on the title page for the heavily annotated script. Source document: 10159_S_0001, p31. 

Abbey Digital Archives. 

Figure 25. Example from the Young Man's script containing two types of instructions: blue, referring to 

movement on the left ("foot on lower rostrum"), and black, referring to emotions on the right ("searching"). 

Source document: 10159_S_0001, p35. Abbey Digital Archives. 
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The series of movement-related annotations in the Young Man’s copy reveal that the 

movement-map of the 1930 production was very similar to the one Yeats and his collaborators 

devised for the performances in 1916, and that it was based on the same principles in the 

arrangement of its performance space as its predecessor. In the previous section of the play’s 

analysis, I demonstrated that Yeats did not incorporate the vast majority of his practice-induced 

stage directions into the printed script of At the Hawk’s Well, but argued that he considered his 

practical findings valuable and essential for his later dramaturgical development. The analogies 

between the two rehearsal scripts produced in 1916 and 1930 provide tangible evidence for this 

claim, and indicate that although Yeats consciously omitted his movement-related instructions 

from the play text, they still resurfaced more than a decade later, which signifies their 

importance in the playwright’s dramaturgical practice. Considering Cave’s statement in which 

he argues that the 1933 production was a “revival of a production first staged in 1916”, and 

that it “followed closely the initial direction of the play by Yeats himself”, we can state that the 

three productions in 1916, 1930 and 1933 form an indirect lineage of practice in producing the 

play for the stage, whose shared roots go back to the spatial principles of the Japanese Noh and 

Kabuki traditions. An interesting and highly important addition to this line of thought is that 

these spatial principles were fully compatible with the architectural arrangements of the 

Peacock stage and its auditorium, where the play was staged in 1930. 

 Liam Miller, in his discussion on the opening and first working years of the Peacock 

stage, claims that Yeats was “closely involved” in the creation and (re)structuring of the 

building, which he co-designed with the architect Michael Scott. Miller mentions that the 

inclusion of steps and the positioning of an entrance on stage right resembles Yeats’s stage 

directions for his later dance plays, such as The Resurrection, which were written after the 

Peacock opened. Miller concludes that “Yeats’s classic model” in architecture influenced his 

writing.149 While I agree with Miller in that Yeats’s involvement in the theatre’s designs is 

apparent, based on my findings in the development of the manuscript materials of At the 

Hawk’s Well, I would augment his argument with the claim that it was the dramatic space of 

the dance plays that influenced the design of the theatre space, and not (only) the other way 

round. The “classic model” according to which the Peacock stage was designed is the model 

that Yeats developed on the basis of the spatial relations he envisioned for At the Hawk’s Well, 

which was exemplified by Noh and Kabuki. 

There are several references to space and movement in the annotated rehearsal script of 

the production in the Peacock that provide evidence for this. The first one is the positioning of 

the Young Man’s entry at the beginning of the play. A capital “R” next to the line “A rumour 

has led me” indicates the player’s entry from stage right, just like in the 1916 production. The 

map of the Peacock stage shows that the auditorium was designed in a way that stage right was 

the only direction from which the stage was accessible from the wings. 

 

                                                           
149 “Yeats’s close involvement in the creation of the Peacock stage is revealed in references to its stage and the 

front steps in the directions in several of his later “Plays for Dancers,” written after the theatre was opened in 13 

November 1927, such as in those to The Resurrection.” Miller, The Noble Drama of W. B. Yeats, 269.  
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Figure 26. Instruction referring to the Young Man's entry on 

stage right. Source document: 10159_S_0001, p34. Abbey 

Digital Archives. 

Figure 27. Stage plan for the Peacock Theatre. Source: Miller, The Noble Drama of W. B. Yeats, 269. 
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Another reference to the adaptation of the Japanese spatial model is the recurring instruction 

for the use of a “rostrum”, which is likely to indicate steps leading up to the stage – similarly 

to the ones referred to in the play’s first performance. The first appearance of the word 

“rostrum” in the script of the 1930 production is inserted at the lines “Can you see nothing 

yonder? I but see a hollow among stones half-full of leaves.” The instruction asking the actor 

playing Cuchulain to put his “foot on lower rostrum” (see Figure 25) happens to be at the same 

place in the text where the 1916 prompt script indicates the Young Man’s position “still on top 

of steps.”150 If the rostrum refers to the steps at the front of the stage, then in this later version 

too, Cuchulain had an elongated entry leading up to his appearance on the actual stage.  

There are two more occurrences of the inclusion of rostra in the movement plan, once 

at the second cry of the Hawk-woman (“rostrum”), and again at the start of her dance (“sit 

upper rostrum”), from which the second one clearly refers to the Young Man sitting down on 

it (or one of them, if there were more).  

These annotations could be interpreted in two ways. The first reading is that the rostrum denotes 

the flight of steps leading up to the stage. According to this interpretation, the Young Man 

would have to move back to the steps at the lower end of the stage at the line “There is that cry 

again”. This move would be logical if it was to indicate Cuchulain’s search for the source of 

the sound, which would justify his place-change to any direction on the stage. At the same 

time, instructing the Young Man to sit down on the steps as the dance begins behind him would 

upstage him, and exclude the possibility of his interactions with the Guardian during her dance. 

According to the annotations, the Guardian is instructed to go “round behind” the Young Man 

to stage left before he sits down, which means that positioning the dance behind a passive 

Cuchulain sitting on the steps in the front was, technically speaking, possible. 

The above interpretation is supported by the instructions describing the emotions the 

Young Man should express in his performance. According to the annotations, he was supposed 

to show uncertainty and resignation rather than courage and determination throughout the 

performance. Until the first cry of the Guardian, he delivered his lines “slow[ly]” with 

“wonder”, constantly “searching” for a clear focus of attention. In the cardinal moment of his 

decision to stay at the well, he was still instructed to remain “smooth”. With this 

characterisation in mind, it is easy to imagine that Cuchulain did not become physically 

involved in the dance sequence, but rather stayed outside of it on the edge of the stage while 

the Hawk-woman took the stage behind him. 

                                                           
150 NLI 8773(4), 7r. 

Figures 28 and 29. Left: "rostrum". Right: "L round behind me" and "sit upper rostrum". Source documents: 

10159_S_0001, p37 and 10159_S_0001, p38. Abbey Digital Archives. 
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Another valid interpretation of the movement-map sketched in the rehearsal script is that the 

rostrum was as an additional platform on the stage, whose function was to indicate the place of 

the well. This goes against Yeats’s idea of the well as merely suggested by a blue cloth, and 

also presupposes the use of a basic set instead of a completely empty performance space. Based 

on the dates rendered to the performance in the collection of the Abbey Digital Archives, we 

know that At the Hawk’s Well shared a playbill with another one-act experimental piece by 

Paul Vincent Carroll, entitled The Watched Pot, which could have been the reason why Yeats’s 

play had to include scenery. Furthermore, there is a reference in the performance script that 

indicates the use of a screen (“the Young Man goes out, behind screen”), possibly the remnant 

of Craig’s designs, which was used as a backdrop to hide Cuchulain when he left the stage, 

pursuing the Guardian.151 

From the extant archive materials it is impossible to know for certain which one of the 

above options is closer to the dramaturgical solutions the performance actually employed. In 

either case, the performance script provides evidence for a similar arrangement of the playing 

space as in 1916, and proves that both productions’ movement-maps were compatible with the 

architectural design of the Peacock Theatre. Considering that the Peacock would later 

accommodate several experimental performances of Irish modernist theatre, we can conclude 

that although Yeats’s dance plays could not become core performance materials for the 

Abbey’s profile, the “classical model” of spatial arrangement the playwright developed for 

these pieces still had an indirect but important impact on twentieth-century Irish theatre-

making.152 

  

                                                           
151 As noted on the document 10159_S_0001, p39. Abbey Digital Archives. 
152 The Peacock stage housed the productions of the Gate Theatre between 1928 and 1930, which was founded 

with the intention to stage innovative and experimental pieces. On the history of the Gate Theatre, see: The Gate 

Theatre, Dublin, eds. David Clare, Des Lally and Patrick Lonergan. 

Figures 30 and 31. Left: "wonder & slow". Right: "smooth". Source document: 10159_S_0001, p35 and 

10159_S_0001, p39. Abbey Digital Archives. 
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AT THE HAWK’S WELL IN PRACTICE (PAR)153 

As I stated earlier in the Introduction in the section on methodology, my practice-as-research 

inquiry on the space dramaturgy of At the Hawk’s Well took place before I started my work on 

Yeats’s manuscript materials and performance history, and a year before the official start of 

my PhD project in 2016.154 The reason why I still found it essential to integrate its analytical 

assessment into my dissertation is that it was this particular project that helped me define the 

direction of my investigations of Yeats’s dance plays, according to which I eventually 

determined the aims and objectives of my four-year-long research project. The process of 

staging At the Hawk’s Well in the evolution of my own research project could be described as 

analogous to Yeats’s early explorations of the play in performance: it was an enthusiastic, 

resolute, yet slightly immature start, with a multitude of important discoveries, a set of new 

questions, and very few definite answers. Similarly to Yeats’s initial, practical findings 

regarding the play’s space dramaturgy, most outcomes of my first PaR project could only be 

identified and assessed in retrospect, in the light of my more developed and consciously 

structured analytical and practical investigations of the plays. From the many important aspects 

of the play’s dramaturgical composition that the 2015 production highlighted, some were 

integrated into my analytical work on the manuscripts as focus areas, pointing out which 

features of the text my investigation should examine in considerable detail, and some provided 

the ground base for my later practical explorations in the plays’ staging. The below analysis 

summarises those findings of my PaR inquiry that later functioned as points of reference in my 

study of the dance plays, and provides a brief commentary on how they moved my research 

inquiry forward, both in its theoretical and practical domains. These project outcomes, and the 

way they influenced my understanding of the dance plays, will also be highlighted in my later 

chapters. 

The production of At the Hawk’s Well (A sólyom kútjánál) came to life as a 

collaborative artistic project, with the participation of Hungarian actors, musicians and dancers, 

facilitated by a creative team of a choreographer, a composer, a dramaturge, and myself as 

director. The play was staged in Hungarian, in the translation of Mónika Mesterházy, and 

premiered on 30 April 2015. The production served as the closing event for the first 

international symposium of the Hungarian Yeats Society, and was accommodated, most 

appropriately, in the large drawing room of the Petőfi Literary Museum, Budapest. The 

performance was open to the public and was very well attended: we played in front of an 

audience of approximately 90 people. Due to its success and the good turnout on its opening 

night, the production was staged again on 12 October 2015, in the performance space of the 

public library in Nagykovácsi (a small village near Budapest, famous for its involvement in 

performance arts in the area), where it was shown for an audience of 60. Thanks to the keen 

interest that surrounded the production’s evolution in the circles of international Yeats studies, 

                                                           
153 An earlier version of this section of my analysis was published in article format in the Journal of 

International Yeats Studies in 2016, in the first year of my PhD See: Szuts, "The Space-Minded Dramaturgy of 

W.B. Yeats.” A shorter version of it was presented as a conference paper: Melinda Szuts, “The Space-Minded 

Dramaturgy of At the Hawk’s Well – Theory vs. Practice”, presentation, Conference of the International Yeats 

Society, Limerick, 17 October 2015. 
154 For the detailed timeline of my research progress, please see Appendix A. 
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the full ensemble was invited by the organising committee of the International Yeats Society 

to stage the play for the third time, at the Society’s first annual conference in the World 

Academy of Music in Limerick, on 18 November 2015.155 The production was again performed 

in Hungarian, for an audience of 50, which consisted mostly of conference members from 

around the world. The production began with a preliminary recital of the text in English, which 

served those audience members who were not familiar with the play. 

The preparation for the series of performances mentioned above was preceded by a 

two-month-long period of rehearsals with an ensemble of ten. The full cast and creative team 

consisted of the following members: Máté Czakó as choreographer and in the role of the Young 

Man, Júlia Sándor as dramaturge, Tamás Varga as Old Man, Eszter Rembeczki as the Guardian 

of the Well, Adrienn Illés, Aliz Kiss, Gergo Simon as Musicians, Ákos Lustyik as composer 

and playing the drums and gong, Barbara Kriesch on harp, and Máté Pálhegyi on flute. All 

performers had previous experience in professional theatre, and some of them were current 

students of the Franz Liszt University of Music and the University of Film and Theatre Studies. 

The fact that the members of the ensemble came from very different backgrounds (classical 

musical training for all musicians and singers, physical theatre training for the choreographer, 

jazz dance, classical ballet and belly dance training for the dancer, and prose acting training for 

the actor playing the Old Man) proved to be helpful in creating a synthesis of styles during the 

rehearsal period, and opened up the possibilities of the play’s artistic interpretation.   

After the first few meetings with the cast and the creative team, we agreed that due to 

the fact that the play was composed for many different artistic disciplines, its interpretation for 

the stage required a workshop-like rehearsal process, which allowed members of the ensemble 

to teach and inspire each other as we progressed. The development of the project, from its 

onset, was facilitated in a non-hierarchical working environment, in which artists could freely 

react to each other’s creative impulses, and could integrate their collaborators’ insights into 

their own personal advancement. The music and the choreography were motivated by the 

movement styles the actors brought with them as the result of their training, the Hungarian 

translation of the text was fitted to the originally composed music, and the performance style 

of actors was shaped and re-shaped from week to week as we experimented with 

improvisations and different stylistic approaches. It is important to note that this working 

approach required continual attendance from all members of the creative team, as only through 

constant engagement with each other’s work could everyone in the ensemble play an active 

part in the creation of the production. 

Due to the fact that I had no previous experience in directing a Yeats play, in my 

directorial approach I did not follow a clear rehearsal methodology or a set exercise scheme. 

In the first two weeks of rehearsals (which I later defined as the development phase), I relied 

mostly on the rehearsal strategies initiated by the choreographer, Máté Czakó. Máté, who had 

professional training in physical theatre, and had participated in several workshops exploring 

Asian performance techniques (Japanese Noh and Indonesian dance theatre), mostly because 

of its compositional similarities with Noh, approached the play physically, and guided players 

                                                           
155 The first Hungarian performance was attended by Margaret Mills Harper, among others, who was the 

keynote speaker at the symposium in Budapest and who, as president of the International Yeats Society, invited 

the project to Limerick. 
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through a set of exercises that explored the text by means of corporeal expression. It has to be 

mentioned that my choice in collaborating with a choreographer who was aware of the 

performance principles of the Japanese Noh was deliberate, as I found it easier to work together 

with someone who immediately understood the character and stylistic peculiarities of Yeats’s 

generic influences.  

  

Figures 32 and 33.  A movement-based exploration of the text, led by Máté. Left: two Musicians (Adrienn 

Illés, Aliz Kiss) and the Guardian of the Well (Eszter Rembeczki). Right: Máté gives intructions to Eszter. 

Figure 34 and 35. Movement-exercises with the singers (left) and the full cast (right) 



Chapter One: At the Hawk’s Well 

 

68 

 

 

As a result of our initial physical inquiry, Mate and I agreed that in our interpretation, At the 

Hawk’s Well would be staged as a piece where content is substantially transmitted through 

form, pattern, rhythm, style and structure, and, similarly to the performance principles of the 

Noh (and of physical theatre in general), would rely predominantly on the narrative quality of 

actors’ movement. It needs to be noted that this decision guided the creative team towards a 

similar dramaturgical approach that was applied in the play’s very first staging under the 

direction of Yeats and Edmund Dulac. This correspondence later proved to be an important 

finding of my PaR inquiry, since due to the fact that in 2015 I had no access to the annotated 

rehearsal script of the 1916 performance, it signalled an underlying continuity between the 

performance solutions of the two productions. 

As a first principle to facilitate a movement-based approach, we agreed with the 

choreographer that we would keep to Yeats’s original idea of the bare stage space. The 

emptiness of the playing area was intended to provide an appropriate environment to evoke the 

desired mythopoetic ambiguity of the play’s dramatic space, and to help the audience focus 

more on the expressive power of the spoken word and stage movement. We also adapted the 

production to the principle of the shared theatre space, and played in the round, on the floor, 

and in close proximity to the audience. This arrangement, unlike the frontal divisions of a 

proscenium stage, carried a multitude of possibilities in establishing, and also occasionally 

changing, the dramaturgical relations between the players and the audience. The close presence 

of the actors to spectators was intended to create a feeling of a shared ritual, which 

corresponded to Yeats’s original intention to give theatre performances back their ritualistic 

quality.156 

As we progressed with our rehearsals in week two and three, and mapped the play’s 

dramatic situations and characters’ power-relations by means of physical actions, we 

discovered that some references in the text suggested an interpretation according to which the 

dramatic action could be dramatised as a series of characters’ place-changes. The references 

that we discovered were the recurring descriptions of characters’ relationship to the play’s 

setting (the miraculous well), and the stage directions that instructed the players to express their 

intentions by changing their position on the stage. It was this particular process in my PaR 

inquiry that raised my awareness to Yeats’s poetic formations that I later defined as personal 

space-imageries, and that highlighted the importance of proxemic relations in my scrutiny of 

the play’s manuscripts.157 This heightened reliance on place-changes played an important role 

in the play’s 1916 production as well, which created a further indirect link between the two 

interpretations. Again, it needs to be emphasised that apart from the published version of text 

(we used the edition in the Collected Plays), we had no other source materials available to 

formulate these performance principles, which points towards the conclusion that the play text, 

through its consciously structured spatial references, implies certain practical solutions in space 

dramaturgy, which are likely to open up similar staging possibilities when the play is 

                                                           
156 On Yeats’s conception of ritual theatre and shared performance spaces, see the analysis in Chapter One, on 

pages 33-34. 
157 For the definition, and examples for, personal space-imageries in the play text of At the Hawk’s Well, see the 

discussion on pages 38-39. 
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performed. In later sections of my analysis, I will be referring to the collection of these spatial 

references in a given play text as its spatial design. 

In the fourth and fifth week of our rehearsal period, we aimed to give tangible shape to 

the play’s spatial design by devising the production’s movement-map, and by blocking the 

scenes. It was relatively easy to define when characters had to make a move on the stage as the 

plot unfolded, as Yeats provided precise cues in the text for their dramaturgically important 

place-changes (these are described in detail in the first section of the chapter). In our 

production, this interpretation was again influenced by Máté’s background in Noh, and also by 

my earlier research findings on Yeats’s dramaturgical methods in the dance dramas. After a 

few exploratory sessions, we agreed with Máté that in order to facilitate viewers’ understanding 

of the narrative, we would assign certain fixed places to all characters. 

In our rendition of the piece, the Young Man, the Old Man, the Woman of the Sidhe 

and all three Musicians had their own places within the playing area to which they repeatedly 

returned to during the course of the action, and which signified their relationship to the setting 

of the play and towards each other. The assignment of certain places of the playing area to 

characters is a well-known device in Noh dramaturgy, which is grounded by the fixed spatial 

symbolism of the Noh stage. Thanks to their assigned symbolic places, characters in Noh 

performances could create meaning without even uttering a word, by merely locating 

themselves in a given position on the stage, or by changing their positions from one place to 

another.158 In our production, the spatial referential system of characters was fairly simple: it 

consisted of a position assigned to the Woman of the Sidhe in the centre of the playing space, 

which signified the well itself, a position of Old Man that he marked by making a fire at the 

beginning of the play, a position for the Young Man on one side of the playing space, and three 

distinct places for the Musicians on three sides of the playing area. As the story unfolded, 

players expressed the emotional content of their lines by moving out, or returning back to their 

assigned positions, and by approaching or occupying the places of others.  

The reason why we decided to employ this method of visual meaning-making was 

Máté’s familiarity with it due to his Noh training, and my earlier scrutiny of the dramaturgy of 

one of Yeats’s later dance plays, The Only Jealousy of Emer. In my explorations of the latter 

play’s textual composition, I recognised that Yeats employed a similar dramaturgical tool in 

his characterisation as the above described symbolic meaning-making device of the Noh, which 

was a result of his own familiarity with the performance principles of Japanese theatre.159 In 

my directorial practice in At the Hawk’s Well, I unconsciously re-applied Yeats’s own 

technique that he developed for The Only Jealousy of Emer, and thus re-connected both plays 

again with their Noh predecessors. Besides reaching back to Noh with the dramaturgy of 

assigned places, our production of At the Hawk’s Well also pointed forwards to my next PaR 

project, which was the staging of The Only Jealousy of Emer, in which I further exploited the 

possibilities of the same dramaturgical tool (as described in the next chapter in detail). 

                                                           
158 Nogami, Japanese Noh Plays, 15-20. The meaning-making mechanism of the Noh stage is described in more 

detail in the chapter on The Only Jealousy of Emer on pages 155-156. 
159 For an in-depth analysis of Yeats’s dramaturgical methods applied in The Only Jealousy of Emer, see 

Chapter Three. 
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In addition to the Noh-inspired visualisation of the play’s spatial design, there was another 

aspect of our performance that served as a point of reference for my later creative and analytical 

engagement with the dance plays, and hence needs to be highlighted as an important project 

outcome. This is the definition and embodiment of certain spatial formations that Yeats 

Figures 36 and 37. Above: The circular playing area in Limerick, occupied by the readers of Yeats's original text 

before the performance. Readers: Alexandra Poulain, Daniel Mortell, Matthew Campbell, Melinda Szuts. 

Below: The circular playing area in Budapest, at the play's opening night. Cuchulain is in the centre, after 

having occupied the place of the Guardian. The Old Man is in his position, sleeping. The Musicians are in their 

positions, seated in triangular form. Photo credit: Alan Pace/Fusionshooters. 
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employs in the text, which, similarly to characters’ place-changes, constitute an integral part of 

the play’s spatial structure. In my analysis of the rehearsal script of the 1916 production, I 

already referred to Yeats’s use of the triangle as a compositional element in the play’s 

performance, and pointed out that although in its early applications, it served primarily practical 

purposes, it later became an important element of the play’s spatial design.160 A tangible 

justification for this claim was provided in our production, which, similarly to the very first 

staging of the play, exploited the performative qualities of the form of the triangle, and used it 

as an organising principle for its movement choreography, which I will return to in the next 

part of my analysis. Besides the triangle, we found another form in the text that we used in the 

formation of our movement-map, and which also constituted a major symbol in our production: 

the circle. 

We defined the circle as the primary symbol in our interpretation, as in its compound 

simplicity it could give palpable form to the monotony of the otherwise invisible, imagined 

setting of the play. We imagined the play’s location, the well, as a place made timeless by being 

subject to time: it is “long choked up and dry” with “long stripped” boughs surrounding—a 

“place” that the “salt sea wind has swept bare”.161 In the play text, time adverbials refer to an 

unchangeable, age-ridden place whose unbreakable bonds to time were tied by the constantly 

changing elements of “sea” and “wind,” the well-known dwelling places of supernatural 

beings. When time changes—when “night falls” and “the mountain-side grows dark”—it 

changes cyclically, turning back to itself with its circles drawn by the invisible power that 

possesses it.162 The poetic spatialisation of time that is so vividly expressed in this section of 

the play foreshadows a feature of Yeats’s dramaturgy that will later become a key element in 

all of the dance plays’ spatial composition, and will be analysed in more detail in the subsequent 

chapters.163  

In our production, the timeless constancy of the play’s setting could be effectively 

underlined by the circular playing area that we chose to play in. It is important to mention that 

again, our dramaturgical decision to employ the circle as a spatial metaphor was not without 

precedent: several other productions of the play used similar settings or spatial arrangements, 

which highlights the form’s importance in the play’s spatial design. 

                                                           
160 See my argument on the uses of the triangle on page 46. 
161 Yeats, Collected Plays, 208. 
162 Ibid, 209. 
163 Building on the argument of Peter Szondi, according to which in one-act plays “time is spatialised”, Morash 

and Richards claim that it is exactly the spatio-poetic embodiment of time that make Yeats’s plays 

“experimental, and, paradoxically, while most apparently opposed to modernity, yet fully engaged with its crisis 

of space.” Morash and Richards, Mapping Irish Theatre, 63. In the chapter “Time and Experiential Space” in 

Space and Place, Tuan conceptualises the “spatialisation of time” in relation to architecture, and defines the 

artefacts of architectural space as “frozen music” that “seems to mirror the rhythms of human feeling.” Tuan, 

Space and Place, 118. Tuan’s interpretation is doubly relevant in the interpretation and production of Yeats’s 

dance plays, as it emphasises the interrelations of musical and spatial composition. 
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Figure 38.  At the Hawk's Well in the Peacock Theatre, 1984. Director: Raymond Yeates, set design: Frank 

Hallinan Flood. Flood’s design includes both spatial forms that our production highlighted: the triangle (as seen 

in the Musicians’ positions) and the circle. 

Figure 39. Another picture of Raymond Yeates's production. Source: Sekine and Murray, Yeats and the Noh. 
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Figure 40.  Cuchulain and Fand in Raymond Yeates’s production. Source: Abbey Digital Archives. 

Figure 41. Sam McCready’s production of At the Hawk’s Well, Indiana University, Terre Haute, USA, 2005. Set 

design by Elena Zlotescu. Picture credit: Sam McCready. 
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Another application of the form of the circle in our production concerned the movement 

patterns of players. Both the Young Man and the Old Man executed their place-changes by 

following a rigid circular path, which was a dramaturgical solution that stemmed from our 

interpretation of the play’s narrative as the Old Man’s personal tragedy. This reading of the 

play is a highly unconventional one, as most interpretations focus on the character of 

Cuchulain, his final choice, and the consequences that this decision foreshadows for his future. 

Our production emphasised what was left behind after Cuchulain had left: an old man, who 

had wasted all of his time waiting for something that he eventually missed. In our staging, the 

circularity of the players’ moves aimed to give symbolic shape to the futility of the Old Man’s 

life, and to the abyss of ageing and time itself. 

Similarly to the form of the circle, the triangle constituted an important pattern for our 

production’s movement choreography, and also functioned as a tool for characterisation. We 

kept Yeats’s original idea of the triangularly rendered cloth-folding ritual for the play’s opening 

and closing songs, but as opposed to Yeats’s own production, where it served mostly practical 

purposes, in our performance it functioned as a symbol and a choreographic counterpoint to 

the circle, denoting the Musicians’ otherness – both in relation to the players and to the 

audience. After they performed the play’s opening ritual, the Musicians sat down at their 

assigned places at three sides of the playing space, which formed a triangle. During the course 

of the performance, they only had a few place-changes, but whenever they moved, they had to 

keep to a strict triangular movement-pattern. This spatial restriction served to characterise the 

Musicians as outcasts from both the players’ and the audiences’ domains: they could not move 

freely in the shared space of the performance as if they were ordinary members of the audience, 

but could not follow the circular pattern of the players either, because they could not enter the 

world of the dramatic action. We wanted them to become mirrors: spatial and temporal 

mediators who narrate and comment on the happenings within the dramatic space, and who are 

responsible for determining the point of view from which the narrative is presented. The 

triangular rendering of their movement throughout the performance created an exciting visual 

contrast with the circle and the cyclical motions of the masked players. 

The triangle, however, not only indicated division and contrast, but also evoked a 

connection between the different layers of reality the play’s complex dramatic space 

accommodated. The tool through which this connection was expressed was the cloth, which 

was cut to a triangular shape, and which, after the opening ritual was over, was used as the 

Guardian’s cloak. As opposed to Yeats’s original intention to hide the Hawk-woman’s entry to 

the playing space with the cloth, we wanted to highlight her appearance with it: Eszter, the 

dancer playing the Guardian, devised a short movement sequence for her entry, which staged 

her transformation from supernatural creature to the old, human figure of the Guardian. It was 

the act of putting on the triangular cloth that initiated her transformation, and it was the 

Musicians, who, as the creatures of liminality, helped her to accomplish her shape-shifting. 

Both the multi-functionality of the cloth, and the act of the Woman of the Sidhe’s 

transformation were used in my later PaR projects, and thus form important constituents of my 

practical explorations of Yeats’s dramaturgy. 
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Figures 43 and 44. Above: The triangular choreography of the cloth-folding ritual in our production in Limerick. 

Below: The positions of the Musicians in the paying space. Photo credit: Alan Pace/Fusionshooters. 
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Figure 45.  The Musicians, as embodiments of the form of the triangle. Picture credit: Melinda Szuts 

Figure 46. The multi-functional cloth as the cloak of the Guardian. Rehearsal picture, Limerick. Photo credit: 

Melinda Szuts. 
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The last performance aspect that needs to be mentioned as an important outcome of the project 

is the choreography that Eszter and Máté devised for the Hawk-woman’s final dance. As we 

have seen from the analysis of the play’s textual evolution, the dance sequence is one of those 

sections in Yeats’s script that contain only a few references to its suggested execution, and 

apart from the vague instructions regarding its threefold division by the chorus’s passages and 

the description of the Guardian’s moves as hawk-like, it is completely open to artistic 

interpretation. This creative freedom that Yeats granted to the play’s producers in this scene is 

partly the result of the playwright’s initial uncertainty about the style and manner of the dance 

he wanted to see on the stage (“the dancing will give me most trouble, for I know but vaguely 

what I want”), but also an indication of his reliance on the mastery of the artists he was working 

with when he prepared the piece for production.164 His collaborations with Michio Ito and 

Ninette de Valois resulted in different performance texts, depending on the dancers’ individual 

interpretations of the Hawk-woman’s role.165 In our performance, Eszter and Máté wanted to 

emphasise the contrast between the time-bound confinement of the masked players and the 

timeless, unbound freedom that the Woman of the Sidhe signified in our interpretation of play. 

With the beginning of the dance sequence, the strictly drawn geometrical movement patterns 

of the Old Man, the Young Man and the Musicians were exchanged for the unrestrained and 

speedy moves of the Hawk-woman. Her swift movements around, and later with, Cuchulain 

                                                           
164 Yeats, Four Plays for Dancers, v. 
165 These performance texts are not recoverable in full, as the individual choreographies for the Hawk Woman’s 

dance as devised by Ito and de Valois were not recorded. However, some characteristics of Ito’s choreography 

could be recovered from the productions he staged in the US between 1916 and 1939. These are described in 

Carrie J. Preston’s book on Noh and Modernism. See the chapter ”Ito Michio’s Hawk Tours in Modern Dance 

Theater” in Preston, Learning to Kneel, 103-149.  

Figure 47. The Woman of the Sidhe during the act of shape-shifting, helped by the Musicians. Petőfi Literary 

Museum, Budapest. Photo credit: Melinda Szuts. 
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gradually grew to occupy the whole playing space, and turned it into a turbulent site of motion. 

The multi-functional cloth the Guardian was still wearing during her dance looked like it had 

become a part of the dancer’s body, transforming her ever-shifting figure into a living 

landscape – to the “country under wave”. This antropomorphisation of the cloth in our rendition 

of the dance again pointed both backwards and forwards: it linked our work to the performance 

heritage of such artists as dancer-choreographer Loïe Fuller and designer-director Edmund 

Dulac, who, through their experiments with the visual effects the dancing body created in large 

costumes, sought innovative, creative solutions to the Yeatsian question of “how […] we know 

the dancer from the dance”.166 The dance choreography for our 2015 production also provided 

an important point of reference for my further explorations of the use of the cloth in my PaR 

project on The Only Jealousy of Emer, which will be discussed in detail in the third chapter. 

                                                           
166 Yeats, “Among School Children”, Collected Poems, 185. 

Figures 48 and 49. The dance sequence with the use of the cloth in Limerick (above) and Budapest (below). 

Picture credit for Figure 48: Alan Pace/Fusionshooters. 
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Figure 50. Loïe Fuller in Serpentine dance costume, 1898. Picture source: researchgate.org 

Figure 51. Edmund Dulac's costume design for Michio Ito for the 1916 production of At the Hawk's Well. 

Source: Preston, Learning to Kneel, 89. 
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The reassessment of the outcomes of my PaR project on At the Hawk’s Well demonstrated how 

some of its performance aspects contributed to the interpretation of the play text, and to my 

later practical and analytical work on Yeats’s dance plays. Besides the findings that I enlisted 

in the summary above, there were other elements of the project that provided significant 

contributions to my research process: those features that were clearly absent from my initial 

practical explorations, and whose importance I only realised in retrospect, at the onset of my 

second practice-as-research inquiry. 

 The first two elements that were missing from my project on At the Hawk’s Well were 

a clear and consistent methodology in my directorial practice, and an appropriate strategy for 

its later evaluation. The lack of preliminary planning and a provisional rehearsal structure 

resulted in an unsystematic and haphazard creative process, which was difficult to keep under 

control as a practitioner, and was even more difficult to assess as a researcher. The analogies 

between the dramaturgical solutions applied in our own production and in Yeats’s initial 

staging of the play in 1916 justified the relevance of a movement-based approach to the play, 

and pointed towards the formation of a methodology that relied on the exploration of Yeats’s 

dramaturgy in the dance plays by means of physical expression. Based on these findings, my 

aim for my next PaR project was to develop a method of a movement-based practical 

exploration, and to assess its efficiency on more of Yeats dance plays.  

 The third component that would have been required to make the project more efficient 

was appropriate and regular audio-visual documentation. Apart from a few pictures taken at 

rehearsals and during the performances themselves, I did not cover the entire progress of the 

evolution of the production, which made it difficult to evaluate and present its outcomes. To 

avoid such shortcomings in my successive practice-based inquiries, I made documentation 

consistent, and monitored the progress of the project at regular intervals. 
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CHAPTER TWO: THE DREAMING OF THE BONES 

  

THE COMPOSITION OF THE DREAMING OF THE BONES 

Yeats started working on The Dreaming of the Bones just two months after At the Hawk’s Well 

came out in print in March 1917, and claimed to have finished its first version within a couple 

of months and certainly by August.96 Despite the swift formation of a relatively stable initial 

draft, the composition of his second dance play was very far from the homogeneous process of 

textual development seen in the case of At the Hawk’s Well. There were a number of 

intertwining professional and personal projects that Yeats was engaged with in the years 1917 

and 1918 – the simultaneous composition of early drafts of The Only Jealousy of Emer and 

Calvary, his marriage to George Hyde-Lees, the start of the automatic writing sessions, and the 

purchase and reconstruction of Thoor Ballylee among others – which resulted in a labyrinthine 

construction of undated manuscripts for the Dreaming of the Bones with a practically 

unrecoverable timeline. According to the Yeatses’ own accounts, the play was revised during 

the summer of 1918, when it reached a level of completion that made it publishable the 

following year.97 

 The finalised version of the text first appeared in print in January 1919 in Two Plays 

for Dancers and in The Little Review, followed by further publications in Four Plays for 

Dancers (1921), Plays and Controversies (1923, 1924), Collected Plays (1934), and the 

Variorum Edition of the Plays (1966). Since the first publications do not vary significantly 

from the full verse version discussed above, these texts are not analysed in detail. The 

conclusions of the textual development of the play’s space structure are drawn from the 

changes made from the first manuscript fragments of the prose draft to the verse version 

finished in 1918. 

The following analysis discusses the evolution of space dramaturgy in the extant 

manuscripts, with related materials consulted together in three groups. The first group consists 

of the file of the complete prose version [NLI 8775 (1)], which was most probably composed 

in 1917. The second group comprises song fragments and choral settings found in the files NLI 

13,583, 38r, NLI 8775 (2) and Texas (A), all with 1917 as the most likely date of compilation. 

The last group contains a complete verse version of the play from mixed states of the 

composition found in Harvard (A) with all fragments written between 1917 and 1918. Since 

the very first production of The Dreaming of the Bones took place twelve years after its 

publication, as opposed to the interplay of text and practice in the structural development of At 

the Hawk’s Well, the practical experience of staging could not have had an impact on its textual 

evolution. For this reason, the prompt scripts of the 1931 production [NLI 8775 (3) and NLI 

8775 (4)] that are otherwise crucially important sources for the play’s performance history, are 

discussed in a separate chapter. 

                                                           
96 Yeats wrote to Lady Gregory on June 11, 1917: “I have almost finished my Dervogilla play.” Yeats, The 

Collected Letters of W. B. Yeats, Letter 262. According to the Cornell series, Yeats “dated the completion of the 

play as occurring in France in August, 1917”. Yeats, At the Hawk’s Well and The Cat and the Moon, xxxii. 
97 Yeats, At the Hawk’s Well and The Cat and the Moon, xxxii. 
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The First Group of Manuscripts: The Prose Draft 

The initial prose draft of the play resembles the first version of At the Hawk’s Well in its 

vagueness about the arrangement of the theatre space and the specific and detailed descriptions 

of the setting. We learn from the opening song of the Musicians that the location is the base of 

the “western slope” of a hill, and that though it is still dark, “dawn will soon break upon the 

mountains” and “will soon touch the peaks above our heads.”98 The text then slowly changes 

its focus from the description of the landscape to an accurate depiction of the protagonist who 

had already taken up his position in the scenery of the mountain-side: 

 

Second Man 

  A man is crouching there 

    amid 

Half hidden among the stones 

He looks at the head of the [?mountains] 

As though [?awaiting] the dawn 

 

[…] 

 

It is very dark on this little 

mountain path, a man is sitting 

down upon the ground his head bowed. 

Some sorrow weighs him down. He has 

been there all night waiting for the 

dawn to go upon his way 

He looks up – he looks to the 

head of the mountain as though 

he would call the first 

trace of the dawn.99 

 

The difference between the character descriptions in the early versions of At the Hawk’s Well 

and this piece is striking. Instead of simply picturing the figure of the Mac Dermit as part of 

the vivid and slowly changing landscape, this draft gives a precise description of how the actor 

should position his body on the stage and what kind of gestures he should enact during the 

opening speech.100 The phrases that define the man’s posture with a “head bowed” and then 

“looking up to the head of the mountain” are implied choreographic instructions, serving the 

purpose of complementing Yeats’s poetic landscape-paintings with the expressive power of 

stage movement. Sorrow now has its own direction on the stage; it is a force that pulls the man 

                                                           
98 NLI 8775(1), 1r, 2r. 
99 Ibid. 
100 The character is called Mac Dermit in the first prose draft, which is changed to Young Man in later versions. 

The male ghost is called Young Man in the initial version and Stranger in later drafts. I refer to both characters 

in the analysis as they are called in the draft in question. The anonymisation (and universalisation) of characters 

is a recurring tool in Yeats’s dramaturgy, which will be discussed later in the analysis. 
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down, immediately setting a visual contrast to the upward movement that signifies the high 

mountain top, which carries the hope for daylight and thus the potential for a new life for the 

protagonist. The use of visual contrast inscribed to the movement of the actor here is an 

unquestionable inheritance of Yeats’s practical experience in staging his first dance play, and 

will become an integral part of the dramaturgy of his later plays. 

 Another aspect of space dramaturgy that links the two plays, yet at the same time 

highlights their compositional differences, is the conscious reliance on the collective historical 

and cultural memory of the audience in his choice for the plays’ setting, which, in both cases 

is a mountain. 101 In At the Hawk’s Well Yeats used the site of the hill to suggest such culturally 

inscribed connotations as the interactions of earthy and divine, or the hills’ inherent myth-

making quality, but avoided specificity in relation to the mountain’s exact location. In his 

second dance play, however, there are overt references to actual places that serve as the location 

for the narrative, which means that The Dreaming of the Bones engages with its audiences’ 

cultural memory in a very different way. In the prose draft the dramatic action is set in the 

Wicklow Mountains in Ireland: 

 

Young Man. 

The lesser sugar loof is over your head. 

If it were day light you would see 

Yonder the sea, & Dublin lies over 

there. 

  

Mc Dermit 

Are there any hoses near 

 

Young Man 

Delgar is there, and the village by the 

downs is yonder.102 

 

Although the Young Man’s description makes it clear that the scene takes place somewhere 

near the Little Sugar Loaf Mountain, and within sight of Dublin, Delgar, and the sea, there are 

multiple interpretations concerning the speakers’ exact location. In his article entitled 

“Bewildered Remembrance: W. B. Yeats’s The Dreaming of the Bones and 1916” Chris 

Morash locates the setting for the prose draft on the Great Sugar Loaf Mountain, arguing that 

its top is “the only point from which it is possible to see the Little Sugar Loaf, Delgar (Delgany) 

and Glen of the Downs, with Dublin visible in the distance.”103 Because the Young Man’s 

phrase referring to the Little Sugar Loaf positions the mountain “over the head” of Mac Dermit, 

who is described to be “at the foot of” the hill, before and not after his climb, my reading is 

                                                           
101 In his article, “Bewildered Remembrance: W. B. Yeats's The Dreaming of the Bones and 1916”, Chris 

Morash discusses collective memory in The Dreaming of the Bones. The article’s argument points towards a 

similar conclusion that this chapter proposes, namely that the play is first and foremost concerned with the “act 

of remembrance”, and thus “collective memory is the play’s raw material.” Morash, “Bewildered 

Remembrance,” 125. 
102 NLI 8775(1), 5r. 
103 Morash, “Bewildered Remembrance,” 128.  
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that the two characters meet on the slope leading up to the Little Sugar Loaf, which they then 

ascend.  

The reason for Yeats’s decision to place his narrative in the Wicklow area is not 

immediately obvious. Following the tradition of the Irish literary heritage of the dinnseanchas, 

the topophile approach of the Japanese Noh, and his own acknowledged aim to “bring again to 

certain places their old sanctity or romance”, the location chosen as the setting of his play 

would have had to carry a certain cultural, historical or mythological significance for his 

intended Irish audiences.104 Although the Little Sugar Loaf itself has some vague historical 

connections to the figure of Dermot MacMorrogh, who as King of Leinster owned and traded 

with land in the area, and quite peculiar geographical features (a distinctively rocky double 

summit that makes it particularly demanding to climb in darkness, and magnificent views over 

Bray and the Wicklow coast), it still lacks the kind of cultural significance that would make it 

immediately identifiable for Irish theatregoers.105 

 

                                                           
104 Pound, Certain Noble Plays of Japan, vi. 
105 According to Paul Tempan’s notes on Irish mountain place names, the original name of the mountain, 

Giltspur, derives from a transaction in the late 12th century, whereby “Dermod MacGiollamocholmog [Dermot 

MacMorrogh] granted one carucate of land in Kilruddery to Richard de Felda for a pair of gilt spurs, to be 

presented to him and his heirs each year”. Tempan, “Mountain Views List of Irish Hill and Mountain Names”, 

MountainViews website, May 2010. https://mountainviews.ie/features/names/List2010/MVHillList09.pdf  

In his article on the etymology of the Sugar Loaf Mountain, Tempan argues that the name “loaf” itself denotes a 

hill of conical shape, which might have been of symbolic interest to Yeats. If Yeats was aware of the complex 

etymology of the mountain’s name, it is possible that it played a part in choosing the Little Sugar Loaf as the 

play’s location. Tempan, “Sugar Loaf as a term in hill-names,” 40-42. 

Figure 52. The view from the summit of the Little Sugar Loaf Mountain. Source: geograph.ie 

https://mountainviews.ie/features/names/List2010/MVHillList09.pdf
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A more probable reason for the choice of the site is prompted in the first few lines Mac Dermit 

says to the ghosts when he meets them:  

 

                    Mc Dermit 

I came by in the dark – I was 

half asleep with fatigue. 

 

Young Man 

From the south. 

 

Mc Dermit 

It is with silence in these days 

 

Young Man 

I have heard there is fighting in the 

south & have some birds cry loudly. 

[…] 

 

Mac Dermit 

[…] 

I am called Mac Dermit I 

have fought at Vinegar Hill. I have 

hill on my feet.106 

 

Upon the arrival of the eerie, unearthly creatures, Mac Dermit has no choice but to admit that 

he is a stranger to the place, and soon after identifies himself as one of the rebels of the Battle 

of Vinegar Hill. This other hill is in Co. Wexford, and is one of the best-known places in the 

Irish history of warfare for the event that happened on the site during the Irish Rebellion of 

1798. Irish audiences of Yeats’s time are likely to have been familiar with the outcome of the 

attack: a British army of approximately 13,000 soldiers destroyed the largest surviving camp 

of the Wexford United Irish rebels and thus altered the course of fighting for Irish independence 

completely.107 As some of the rebel forces abandoned the camp and its immediate surroundings 

to spread the rebellion beyond Wexford, the resistance took the form of guerrilla-type 

operations at various places in the country. The figure of Mac Dermit is easy to associate with 

members of a rebel force that travelled north to the Wicklow Mountains, which makes his 

character and intentions understandable, and the play’s political appeal recognisable for an 

intended Dublin audience at the time of the play’s composition.108 

                                                           
106 NLI 8775(1), 5r, 6r. 
107 For a detailed description of the battle see: MacLaren, A minute description of the battles of Gorey, and 

O’Flaherty, Hynes and O’Connor, “Vinegar Hill, Co. Wexford.” 
108 Although the sensitivity of the play’s subject deferred its staging until 1931, the political edge of the piece 

was still pronounced by the time it was first performed in the Abbey. The play’s production was preceded by the 

mounting of two politically sensitive Irish plays, both of which received ambivalent reactions from readers and 
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There is another aspect that needs to be mentioned in relation to the play’s overt 

references to the Battle of Vinegar Hill, which is the actual, physical course of the attack. Based 

on historical accounts, British forces encircled the hill and gradually tightened the ring around 

the rebels, forcing them into an ever-shrinking area which was exposed to constant 

bombardment.109 This tightening, circular movement upwards on a hill closely resembles the 

type of movement Yeats imagined for his characters in The Dreaming of the Bones, and 

foreshadows the employment of the spiral as the play’s most important form in its space 

dramaturgy. 

The spiralled motion that is meant to be conjured up in the collective memory of Irish 

audiences by the mention of the infamous political incident on Vinegar Hill is also integrated 

into the text of the opening scene, in the description of the intended movement of Mac Dermit 

and the two ghosts: 

 

Young Man 

It is a narrow winding way up 

We know at early eve in the dark 

we will go on on either side of you 

And we will lend you shelter110 

 

The procession of Mac Dermit and the ghosts ascending in “a narrow winding way up” to the 

mountain top with Mac Dermit in the middle and the ghosts “on either side” is phrased to echo 

the description of a neatly constructed battle formation, making the link between the events of 

the past and the happenings of the play’s present more apparent. The forms of the triangle and 

the spiral thus gain another layer of symbolic significance here, and are used to evoke in the 

audience the suffocating atmosphere of warfare and political turmoil the play was composed 

in. 

Both the spiral and the triangle constitute fundamental elements of the play’s spatial 

structure, building on the existence of the same kind of underlying spatial system as seen in At 

the Hawk’s Well. The difference here is that the patterns employed in The Dreaming of the 

Bones are not stable forms that are defined in stillness, but ever-changing figurations of space 

that are evoked by actors’ bodies through movement. Referring to them with the term form thus 

becomes problematic, and requires the application of new terminology that allows for the 

inclusion of movement as one of its factors. Such terminology can be found in the field of 

dance studies, where the moving body and its relationship to space are in the focus of attention. 

In her book Poetics of Dance, Gabriele Brandstetter refers to figurations of movement in space 

as topos formulas, which she analyses within the framework of the “topology of dance”, 

focusing on their applications in twentieth-century modern art. The term topos formula in her 

                                                           
spectators alike: Edward O. Casey’s The Plough and the Stars caused riots after its premiere in 1926 in the 

Abbey, and Denis Johnston’s The Old Lady Says No! (originally entitled Shadowdance) could not even make it 

to the theatre, having been rejected earlier by the Abbey’s board of directors because of its sensitive subject 

matter. 
109 Kee, The Green Flag: A History of Irish Nationalism, 121. 
110 NLI 8775(1), 7r. 
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application is derived from Aby Warburg’s concept of the “pathos formula”, which refers to 

“visual inscriptions of collective cultural memory.”111 In its original implication, pathos 

formulas were defined by Warburg as “certain passionate emphatic gestures that are 

emotionally charged with ‘primal instinct’”, and that, collected into a “comprehensive 

inventory”, could function as an “archive of corporeal memory” for humankind.112 

Brandstetter’s appropriation of the term in the concept of the topos formula, instead of focusing 

on its historically embedded image-making quality, is concerned with how gestures are 

morphed into “abstract figurations”, and “translated into spatial patterns.”113 The reason why 

both Branstetter’s understanding of the term and its theoretical roots in Warburg are relevant 

here is that, although topos formulas in Yeats will primarily be traced and analysed to describe 

the transformations of the moving body of actors in space, the formations’ symbolic links to 

the Irish cultural memory and Yeats’ own spiritual symbolism will also be kept in focus. 

Relying on Brandstetter’s term, I am going to refer to the figurations of movement in the dance 

plays as topos formulas for the rest of the plays’ spatial analysis. 

Beside the inclusion of choreographic elements into the text and the conscious reliance 

on audience’s cultural memory in defining the play’s setting, there is another aspect that needs 

to be mentioned in relation to the first prose draft. This is the dramaturgical choice to time the 

narrative to happen during the night. The fact that the mountain-side is in complete darkness 

when Mac Dermit meets the ghosts is in accordance with the principles of the space-minded 

characterisation Yeats developed in At the Hawk’s Well: the power relations of characters are 

defined by their relationship to the play’s setting, which, in this case, are in favour of the ghosts. 

The opening scenario is very similar to the one sketched in the previous play: a stranger 

arrives to a place he does not know, and asks for directions from the people whom he presumes 

to be native there. This basic dramaturgical set-up, originally modelled on Noh dramas, is 

presented here with the additional condition of restricted visibility for Mac Dermit, which 

immediately sets the dramaturgical hierarchy between them, making the young man 

exceedingly dependent on, and uncomfortably vulnerable to, the strange otherworldly figures. 

 

Mac D 

[…] 

There are steps – steps over there in the dark 

Come in who ever you are – Betray me if you 

will or if are friend hide me. 

[…] 

There are steps – I must find some 

hole among the rocks – [?for] they 

would hear – I must take a chance 

And put a good face upon it. 

  

                                                           
111 Brandstetter, Poetics of Dance, 15-16. The book elaborates on different artistic manifestations of two major 

turn-of-the-century topos formulas, the labyrinth and the spiral, which are important figurations of space in 

Yeats’s works, and will be discussed in detail in this chapter. 
112 Ibid, 15. 
113 Ibid, 257. 
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Enter Dermid and Dervogilla. 

 

Where am I – I have been trying to find 

A cross cut over the fields, & I have 

lost my way – I am stranger to this 

district.114 

 

Timing the dramatic action for the night also paves the way for Yeats to experiment with uses 

of absence: a technique he discovered during the writing process of At the Hawk’s Well and 

which later became a salient feature of the dance plays’ composition. The restricted visibility 

of Mac Dermit allows the entry of the two ghosts to be lengthened substantially by introductory 

passages that only narrate or signal their appearance and their gradual approach, evoking 

suspense and a sense of unease in the audience: 

 

                    Chorus 

Look – two others are coming hither 

along the road – a man & a 

woman – is it not natural 

that so many should pass 

by in a lonely place like this. 

 

Mac D 

Is there anyone in ear shot – Any 

who will listen to me. 

[…] Is there [?none] here who 

Will betray me or who will hide. 

[…] 

 

Chorus 

But who are these who are coming 

hither – who is carrying the lanthern 

up the rocky path.115 

 

The phrases referring to the sound of steps in the dark and different versions of the question 

“who are there” are uttered three times each until finally the ghosts of Dermid and Dervogilla 

enter the playing space.116 

 The third reason why a night-time setting is important for the presentation of the story 

of Dermid and Dervogilla is that the whole narrative is rounded with a sleep: the returning of 

the restless spirits to the realms of the living in search for forgiveness and eternal peace cannot 

happen anywhere or anytime but in a dream that is shared with Mac Dermit, their potential 

                                                           
114 NLI 8775(1), 3r, 4r. 
115 Ibid. 
116 The spelling of characters’ names in the analysis always reflect Yeats’s uses in the draft in question. 
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saviour. Yeats adapted the concept of dreaming back from Noh dramaturgy, and slightly altered 

it to fit his own vision.117 In its original applications one character (the waki, the one who 

dreams) “dreams back” certain moments of the other character’s life (the shite, the one who 

acts), who lives through the re-dreamed action that originally happened in the past in his 

“private theatre of memory and imagination”.118 In The Dreaming of the Bones, the Yeatsian 

version of the act is aptly described by the Young Man in his speech addressed to Mac Dermit: 

 

Young Man. 

Ghosts after their 

Death, must live once again 

In a dream stirring all the passionate 

Moment of their lives – in a dream 

That is bitter 

[…] 

But for one day in every year – they 

Dance a mournful dance, dancing in a dream119 

 

There is a strong sense of ontological uncertainty in that the whole dramatic action takes place 

in a dream-space described and defined by two dwelling souls. This ambiguity is strengthened 

by the description of Mac Dermit lying down at the foot of the hill to sleep before the ghosts 

appear, raising the possibility that the whole story might be his own private dream-vision.120 

 

Mac Dermit 

[…] 

I can lie here 

till dawn at the foot of this 

great hill – this boulder will keep me 

                                                           
117 There is no consensus in Yeats scholarship about Yeats’s primary sources for developing the dramaturgical 

concept of dreaming back. In his introduction to the volume on the manuscript materials for The Dreaming of 

the Bones and Calvary in the Cornell series, Wayne K. Chapman argues that Yeats’s first uses of the doctrine 

date to February 1918, and stem from Yeats’s encounter with Gustav Theodor Fechner’s book on the 

foundations of psychophysics, entitled On Life after Death (1904). According to Chapman, Yeats introduced the 

concept in his poem, “Shepherd and Goatherd”, then integrated it into the text of Calvary, and eventually into 

the 1918 revisions of The Dreaming of the Bones. While I agree with Chapman that Yeats was influenced by 

Fechner in the formation of his own ideas about dreaming back, I argue that his encounters with Noh 

dramaturgy in 1916 and 1917 predated his further engagement with the topic in the automatic writing sessions, 

in Fechner, and in his writing process of The Dreaming of the Bones and Calvary. This reading is supported by 

the fact that the notion of dreaming already appears in the earliest drafts of The Dreaming of the Bones, which 

were drafted in 1917. Yeats, The Dreaming of the Bones and Calvary, xxxvi. 
118 Yeats, Selected Plays, ed. Richard Allen Cave, xxvii. For a more elaborate analysis on the dramaturgical 

device of dreaming back as it appears in the Noh, see: Pronko, Theater East and West, and Sekine and Murray, 

Yeats and the Noh. 
119 NLI 8775(1), 11r. 
120 This interpretation proposes a similar narrative to that of Denis Johnston’s The Old Lady Says No!, in which 

the dramatic action takes place in the mind of an actor, who plays Robert Emmet, a famous Irish nationalist 

patriot and rebel figure of the eighteenth century. In Johnston’s play, the fact that most of the narrative is only 

evoked in the unconscious of one character is made explicit from the onset, in contrast to Yeats’s play, where 

this possibility is only implied.  
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from the wind. I can lie here to 

sleep.121 

 

A final feature that needs to be mentioned regarding the spatial composition of the prose draft 

is the use of narration to describe or accompany sequences of movement. In the textual 

development of At the Hawk’s Well we could see how Yeats experimented with the interplay 

of words and embodied action, and how his technique of dramatic expression gradually moved 

away from narration to choreographic meaning-making. We also know that in the initial phases 

of the play’s composition he had a proto-choreography in mind for the dance of the Hawk-

woman and Cuchulain which was described in the prose draft and was later removed in favour 

of more poetic interpolations of the chorus and the dance itself.  

A major difference between the earlier dance-descriptions sketched for At the 

Hawk’s Well and the sections phrased in the prose draft of The Dreaming of the Bones is their 

focus in describing movement: in the dance of the Hawk-woman the emphasis was on where 

the Guardian was moving and what kind of spatial relations her moves created in relation to 

her partner and the playing space, whereas the narrative elements in the dance of the ghosts 

reflect on how the two players should use their bodies to create spatial formations. Compare 

for example the phrasing of the following extracts: 

 

                   How they go from rock to rock on the mountain side.[…] 

Sometimes she leads him near the fountain and then away. 

[…] He goes half way to the fountain then hears the cry of the Hawk & 

And runs out after the woman. The old man gets up & goes to the well.122 

 

Young Man. 

[…] they dance a mournful dance, dancing 

in a dream – a perpetual recognition 

a perpetual come covering of the 

face 

[…] 

 

Mac Dermit 

But why do you 

Gaze at one another – Why let 

Those dream like shapes – Why do 

You cover your faces. 

[…] 

They begin to dance 

They move slowly covering their eyes123 

 

                                                           
121 NLI 8775(1), 4r. 
122 Emphases mine. At the Hawk’s Well, NLI 8773(3) a, 9r, 10r. 
123 Emphases mine. The Dreaming of the Bones, NLI 8775(1) 11r, 12r, 13r. 
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This gradual shift from an emphasis on placement and proxemics to gestures and more 

elaborate topos formulas in Yeats’s choreographic descriptions is a direct consequence of the 

practical experience the playwright gained at rehearsals for his first dance play, and shows his 

growing interest in exploring how actors’ bodies can create space and express meaning on the 

stage. 

 Despite the intention to inscribe certain pre-defined gestures and types of movement to 

the dialogues at this very early stage of the composition, Yeats leaves some parts of the 

climactic dance of the ghosts open to further possible additions. Similarly to his comments in 

the prose draft for At the Hawk’s Well, he notes that the “Chorus describes dance” in between 

the two final speeches of Mac Dermit.124 However, this initial idea that the dance sequence of 

the ghosts should be presented with choral interpolations is never realised, and the chorus’s 

contribution to the final scene is restricted to the closing song only. It would be logical to 

assume that the omission of the chorus’s descriptions would result in a purely movement-based 

scene without a narrative component, but later manuscripts show that Yeats had a completely 

different set-up in mind. Mac Dermit’s narration, instead of giving way to physical expression 

completely or being reduced to shorter, more poetic commentaries on the dancers’ moves (as 

seen in the final version of At the Hawk’s Well) is substantially expanded, giving more 

dramaturgical weight to the simultaneity of words and movement in the play’s most cathartic 

moment. A long-term result of this dramaturgical choice is that the unique and harmonious 

synchronism of verbal and non-verbal expression becomes one of the most important features 

of the play’s narrative technique, which will be discussed in more detail below in relation to 

later phases of the script’s development, and in the second half of the chapter with reference to 

my own staging of the piece.  

 

The Second Group of Manuscripts: Song Fragments and Choral Settings 

The song fragments and choral settings in the second group of manuscripts reflect two crucially 

important additions to the overall structure of the play. In NLI 13,583, 38r and Texas (A) the 

full and almost finished versions of the opening and closing songs are added, and there are six 

pages of drafts in NLI 8775 (2) displaying the evolution of the song for the repeated circling 

of the stage, which will be referred to as the travel song. 

 Similarly to the opening lines for At the Hawk’s Well, in the opening song the 

chorus gives a thorough description of the play’s setting, which is embellished with evocative 

poetic imagery to illustrate weather conditions and to set the general mood of the play. The 

difference between the two plays’ compositional technique is again evident in the modality of 

these accounts: instead of describing scenery as it exists like a moving image in a moment of 

time, Yeats now evokes its presence in flux, during a course of time. We learn that the place of 

the dramatic action is “windy” and “desolate” and that it is night-time, but we also get a precise 

summary of how the place is occupied by the “dizzy dreams” that move around within its 

vicinity: 

 

                   Old learned books have said 

                                                           
124 NLI 8775(1) 14r. 



Chapter Two: The Dreaming of the Bones 

 

92 

 

The dizzy dreams that spring 

From the dry bones of the dead 

And many a night it seems 

That all the valley fills 

That 

With those phantastic dreams 

Can over flow the hills Have overflowed 

So passionate is a shade 

Like wine that fills to the top 

A grey green cup of jade 

Or maybe an agate cup.125 

 

Yeats used the opening song to give tangible shape and a dramatic body to the abstract notion 

of dreaming, in which the whole narrative is consciously embedded. The type of movement 

and the pattern it creates is not arbitrary: it is the same topos formula of the spiral which was 

implied in various ways in the initial prose draft. There is, however, an important addition to 

the movement which has not been indicated in its previous occurrences, which is its direction. 

The image of the valley or the grey green cup being filled with dreams is a movement upwards, 

framed by the shape of a cone that expands vertically. Contrarily, the motion of dreams that 

have overflown the hills is directed downwards, following a pattern shaped by a cone whose 

apex is pointing upwards. Instead of evoking the image of a single spiral, Yeats here depicts 

two gyres that move towards opposing directions. 

 Having considered the shape and directions of the extended topos formula described 

above, one cannot help but think about the principle of the double cones described in Yeats’s 

A Vision, and about its possible influence on the play’s spatial design. In A Vision, Yeats 

describes the intersection of two oppositional vortexes as his “fundamental symbol,” which 

signify the complementary and dynamic relationship of the concepts of “discord” and 

“concord”, and the states of the “subjective and objective mind” imagined “as intersecting 

states struggling one against the other.”126 The subjective and objective states, that Yeats later 

calls the tinctures, are in “continual conflict” with each other, and “whirl in contrary 

directions”.127 It is this contrastive, ever conflicting, synthesising double-movement that, 

according to Yeats, triggers and maintains motion and progress in the universe. 

                                                           
125 NLI 13,583, 38r. 
126 Yeats, A Vision, 50, 52. In my analysis, I use the 1937 version of the text, edited by Margaret Mills Harper 

and Catherine E. Paul. 
127 Yeats, A Vision, 54. 
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The time frame associated with the writing process of The Dreaming of the Bones suggests that 

during the composition of the opening song, which began sometime in the year of 1917, Yeats 

was already engaged in the automatic writing sessions with his wife, George Hyde-Lees, from 

which the complex symbolic system of A Vision eventually developed.128 From the dating of 

the plays’ manuscript materials, we know that the text was revised in 1918, which coincided 

with the composition of the early drafts of Calvary, and subsequent work on the text of The 

Only Jealousy of Emer. All three plays bear traces of influence from the symbolism of A Vision, 

which denotes the intersection and close interplay of four creative processes: the composition 

of the play texts for three of the dance plays, and the spiritual-literary experiments of the joint 

automatic writing sessions. 

 It is interesting to consider how the evolution of the system of A Vision, and the working 

mechanism of the “fundamental symbol” of the double cone itself influenced the quality of 

Yeats’s writing in the years of 1917 and 1918.  In her article “Structural Rhythm in Late Yeats” 

Margaret Mills Harper argues that the continual and oppositional movement implied in Yeats’s 

historical-theoretical system underlies his approach and writing style in his late works. She 

writes: 

 

[…]for Yeats in his later periods, the focus is not only on oppositions or antinomies 

but on the idea that they are never still. They are in relationship to each other, and that 

relationship is always changing, always is motion, waxing and waning like lunar 

phases, the rhythm of day and night, the rising and falling action of a voice or the 

                                                           
128 The Yeatses’ spiritual and literary collaborations in the composition of A Vision, and its direct and indirect 

influences on the textual evolution of the plays will be discussed in detail in chapters three and four on The Only 

Jealousy of Emer and Calvary. 

Figures 53 and 54. Yeats’s “fundamental symbol” of the double cone, as illustrated in A Vision. Left: the 

working mechanism of the cones in three dimension. Right: the function of the intersecting cones of the 

“primary/objective” and the “antithetical/subjective” states. Source: Yeats, A Vision, 50, 53. 
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action of a drama […]. The pulsations of polar oppositions and the force that moves 

them in their dance  are illustrated by the central symbol of the system of A Vision.129  

 

This shift in Yeats’s focus from forms in stillness to spatial formulas in motion is clearly 

traceable in the development of his play text for The Dreaming of the Bones, for which the 

above mentioned “dance” of the double gyres in the opening song is a good example. 

 Mills Harper also calls attention to the heightened emphasis on the expressive power of 

patterned activities, which is in accordance with the thought that embodying, and giving a 

particular shape to, the movement of dreams in the opening song is a major innovation in 

Yeats’s writing technique, which consequently has an important effect on his later works. Mills 

Harper argues that in late Yeats “there is a journey into form, creating structures that draw 

attention to themselves as artifacts [sic!], exploring the making of meaning as a patterned 

activity. Yeats especially emphasizes the movement between these poles or opposites.”130 

Taking the above into consideration, Mills Harper’s argument should be extended in that it was 

not only in his late works (“from the 1920s and 1930s”) that are underpinned by A Vision, but 

those early dance plays too that coincided with its composition.131 

 Another addition to the draft is the closing song, which, as opposed to the constant 

motion that defines the whole piece, includes references to a sudden stillness that comes about 

when the wind blows away the “aery music” from the “grey round of the hill”. The contrastive 

image of a tune that slowly fades out in a “wind that blows out of Galway” is the exact opposite 

of the spatial formation of the dreams that are gathered from the “dry bones of the dead” in the 

opening song.132 With the addition of the framing device of motion and stillness, Yeats lays 

down the fundamentals of the play’s movement-map. 

 The third addition to the structure of the piece in the group of songs and choral settings 

is the travel song. The journey Mac Dermit takes to the top of the mountain led by the two 

ghosts is a long interplay of stage movement involving all actors and its verbal accompaniment 

delivered by the chorus, and a multi-faceted dramaturgical experiment with the means of 

narration. Yeats adapted the genre of the travel song form traditional Japanese theatre, where 

it is a basic compositional element of Noh and Kabuki plays. The michiyuki in its original 

contexts signifies journeys or excursions that happen during the course of the dramatic action 

and is usually represented by performers circling the stage.133 The travel song always 

presupposes simultaneity in verbal and physical expression, as it requires one of the players (in 

case of the Noh usually the waki), or sometimes the chorus, to recite lines while the other actor 

(in most cases the shite) moves around the stage. We know it from his note to the first 

performance of his play that Yeats was aware of this ancient performance tradition, and 

transformed it consciously to fit his own dramatic vision.134  

                                                           
129 Mills Harper, “Structural Rhythm in Late Yeats”, 487. 
130 Ibid, 486. 
131 Ibid, 485. 
132 Texas A, NLI 13,583, 38r. 
133 Brandon and Leiter, Kabuki Plays on Stage, 121, 210. 
134 “A movement round the stage, to the accompaniment of drum & flute represents a mountain climbed & a 

change of scene; a movement from one side of the stage to the other a shorter climb.” Yeats’s Note for the 

Abbey Programme for The Dreaming of the Bones, in NLI 30,545. 
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 The simultaneity of action and narration in performance has other indirect and assumed 

sources as well, which might also be important to consider when drawing the genealogy of the 

genre in relation to Yeats’s play. The shamanistic traditions of ritual performances, which are 

the most ancient forms of Japanese theatre and thus direct sources for the development of the 

Noh, Kyogen, and Kabuki genres, often involve narration (in this particular context: chanting) 

as part of the enacted ritual. In his article on the shamanistic origins of the Noh, Benito Ortolani 

refers to narration as one of the salient features of the genre’s dramaturgy, which derives from 

the shamanistic rites in early kagura dances (Shinto religious ceremonial dances).135 He 

describes the simultaneity of action and narration in the Noh as follows: “Many no (sic!) plays 

are structured very much like an illustrated, acted-out narration of a past event – more like a 

narrated re-enactment than like the apparent presentation of the actual event itself, as is the 

common practice in kabuki […].”136 The description of the Noh’s structure as a “narrated re-

enactment of a past event” aptly describes many of Yeats’s Noh-influenced narratives, 

especially that of The Dreaming of the Bones and Calvary (and also Yeats’s late play 

Purgatory), all of which present narrated re-enactments of past deeds. In the religious 

dramaturgy of shamanistic performances, the simultaneity of present tense narration and the 

re-enactment of an event that already happened (or claimed to have happened) in the past have 

an important evocative function, which is to bridge the spatio-temporal gap between the 

tangible world of the performance and the intangible, distant domains of the transcendental. In 

his study on the ritual uses of language in shamanistic performances, Carlo Severi defines this 

act of connecting the distant events of a spiritual-mythological past (transcendental) to the 

present of performance as an “enunciation” – a speech act that initiates and maintains an 

indirect encounter with the spirits. Severi claims that it is thist particular, ‘special kind of 

communication’ that is appropriate for ritual chanting,” and that it is only through the speech 

acts of the shaman-narrator that “the chant becomes ritually effective.”137 In Yeats’s plays, the 

simultaneity of action and narration can also be considered as ritualistic speech acts, which 

initiate connections with the intangible spheres of the transcendental. 

Similarly to ancient shamanistic traditions, ritualistic procedures of modern day 

religious or occult ceremonies also involve speech acts with a performative component.138 

Yeats’s broad interest in occult philosophy and practices, and his involvement with the 

Hermetic Order of the Golden Dawn most probably provided him with an adequate knowledge 

about the working mechanism of ritual actions, which means that these could also have had an 

effect on the uses of narration in his works. Following this line of thought, we can claim that 

the narrative elements in The Dreaming of the Bones could also be interpreted as Yeatsian 

                                                           
135 Ortolani, “Shamanism in the Origins of the No Theatre,” 166-190. 
136 Ibid, 177. 
137 Severi, “Memory, Reflexivity and Belief,” 31-32. 
138Several works in religious and linguistic studies describe the performative and evocative quality of language 

use in religious ceremonies, of which the most relevant for the topic are: James George Frazer’s The Golden 

Bough: A Study in Magic and Religion, and Robert A. Yelle’s encyclopaedia article entitled “Ritual and 

Religious Language” in the Encyclopedia of Language & Linguistics, 633-640.  

On the performativity of the Catholic Mass and liturgical language see: Ladriere, “The Performativity of 

Liturgical Language,” 50-62, and Briggs, Words in Action. 

On the occult rituals of the Order of the Golden Dawn and Yeats’s involvement in its practices see George Mills 

Harper, Yeats’s Golden Dawn. 
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magic spells, where certain movement patterns are accompanied by chants to evoke a desired 

dramatic or ritualistic effect.  As Richard Allen Cave phrases it in his introduction to the play: 

“The impact is like the sealing of a magic spell. For the first time in his career as a dramatist, 

Yeats has discovered how a process of stylisation can transform the entire stage-action into 

powerfully allusive metaphor. The process requires an audience to enter imaginatively the 

meanings and interpretation that they draw from the experience.”139 In this light, it is more 

understandable that as opposed to his tendency to move away from narration completely in 

favour of physical action in his first dance piece, Yeats is more forgiving, and even consciously 

experimenting with the technique of simultaneous means of representation in his second dance 

drama. 

Yeats’s formal innovations in the songs and choral settings mentioned above are 

followed by the inclusion of new themes and spatial references. The manuscript begins with a 

nearly complete draft of the sung parts of the travel song (“Red bird of March begin to 

crow…”), and continues with a heavily reworked section of the spoken parts. The latter 

includes two major changes that effect the core of the play’s spatial structure and thus its whole 

meaning-making mechanism. The song enlists place names for the characters’ journey that are 

completely new to the story and are in fact not even in the same area as the play’s previously 

assigned location. Yeats’s confused spellings of “Ough Anish” (Aughinish), “Out Mana” 

(Oughtmama) and “[Banna?] Bally vehehan” (Bailevelehan) in the first lines of the draft refer 

to towns in County Clare and not in Wicklow, signifying that the journey up to the summit of 

the Little Sugar Loaf has been transposed to another location somewhere in the west of 

Ireland.140 Some lines later there is a clear reference to a place the characters pass on their way 

which is to be found in the Burren: 

 

The abbey passed we are soon among the stone 

And shall be at the ridge before the cocks 

Of Ballynehehan & Corcomroe or Ouc Ouchanish 

And grey Out Manna shake their wings and cry141 

 

With the change of location from the Wicklow Mountains to County Clare, the whole symbolic 

network of meanings signified by the Battle of Vinegar Hill and its spatial configurations is 

lost. What we have instead is a “shallow well”, a “flat stone”, and a “narrow lane / Where 

mourners for five centuries have carried / Country man & noble to his grave” at the Abbey of 

Corcomroe.142 While these alterations in the group of song fragments and choral settings 

suggest a complete change not only with regard to the play’s location, but consequently in its 

timing, plot, and dramatis personae as well, we can only find more information regarding these 

in the third group of manuscripts. For this reason, most points of my argument explaining the 

importance of this change are elaborated in the next section. What needs to be highlighted here 

is that in this new draft Yeats, instead of relying merely on the cultural and historical 

                                                           
139 Yeats, Selected Plays, 325. 
140 NLI 8775(2), 3r. 
141 Ibid. 
142 NLI 8775(2), 3r, 4r. 
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significance of the Irish landscape, employs another type of symbol to engage with the 

collective memory of his audience: a church. 

 In her article on the significance of Corcomroe Abbey as a setting for The Dreaming of 

the Bones Carmel Jordan argues that this dramaturgical choice of Yeats has archaeological and 

political reasons. Jordan describes the abbey as the most appropriate site to (re-)locate Yeats’s 

overtly political drama, claiming it to be the “perfect symbol of cultural resistance to an alien 

architecture”, which perfectly fits the play’s tone in its acknowledged reluctance to accept the 

“cultural violence of the English.”143 The abbey’s significance in Irish cultural history 

according to Jordan stems from its distinctive Irish-Romanesque architecture, which is “a 

defiant Irish deviation from the restrained, unadorned architecture of Early English Cistercian 

abbeys”, and is “connected in the national imagination with an area of Ireland that remained 

free of Anglo-Norman control.”144 Following the argument raised by Jordan, I would like to 

claim that even though Yeats abandoned a site of cultural and symbolic significance by 

changing the play’s location, he still embedded his story in the history of Irish national 

resistance by choosing the West and its ancient archaeological ruin.  

  

                                                           
143 Jordan, “Monastery of the Moon,” 20-25. 
144 Ibid, 20. 

Figure 55. Corcomroe Abbey. Picture credit: Melinda Szuts 
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In addition to its stature in the Irish national past, the abbey has another feature that makes it 

particularly interesting in terms of space dramaturgy, and that is its inherent symbolic quality 

as a church – a place that was built for the purpose of evoking and accommodating transitions 

between the realms of the living and the supernatural, and to embody a shared cultural past. 

According to Yeats’s approach to theatre-making, one of the most important aims of a 

performance is to enact and engage the audience in a ritual, whereby they can gain access both 

to their collective cultural consciousness and to the domains of the other world. For that reason, 

a church (especially one that is so important for the Irish national past) seems the most fitting 

environment for any play’s action, let alone one’s that is about an interaction with ghosts. The 

argument of David Wiles in which he defines the importance of churches as performance 

settings and containers of cultural memory is most relevant here: “It is clear that both churches 

and theatres rely on the intuitive feeling that a space has a presence. Those institutions are 

bound up with material traces of the past that trigger collective memories. For this to happen, 

a shared symbolism is necessary.”145 Yeats’s interest in the complex symbolism of churches, 

and in their possible interpretations by an intended audience, becomes even more evident in 

later phases of the play’s composition, which will be discussed in the following sections, and 

will be addressed in the dramaturgical analyses of other dance plays as well. 

 On the same page as of the insertion of the new place names and the mention of the 

abbey, Yeats employs another change in the spatial structure of the text. He renames both of 

his male characters, transforming Mac Dermit to a simpler and more universal Young Man, 

and making his former Young Man the Stranger of later drafts. Since this phase of the 

                                                           
145 Wiles, A Short History of Western Performance Space, 58. 

Figure 56. Ornaments in Corcomroe Abbey. Picture credit: Melinda Szuts 
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composition does not involve any specifications regarding either the set time of the action or 

further information on those characters whose names have been changed, the purpose of the 

name-shift here appears to be a simple generalisation. The story is now not bound to the year 

of the rebellion of 1798, and its protagonist is made anonymous by the omission of the 

references to his historic identity. 

The travel song has another important compositional feature that is partly derived from 

the original genre’s inherent reliance on the simultaneity of movement and poetic recital. Yeats 

here inscribes a specific movement pattern for the characters’ journey, which, corresponding 

to the governing topos formulas employed in earlier drafts, embodies the shape of a narrowing 

gyre that moves upwards: 

 

                   An owl circles & cries above their heads 

They go round the stage once 

 

And now they have climbed [?through] long grass field 

And passed the thorn bound ragged hedge 

And passed the ragged thorn trees & the gap 

In this old hedge - & now the owl crying owl 

Is circling level with their feet146 

 

First the owl is “above their heads”, then, after they have “climbed through long grass field” 

and travelled further up along the “ragged thorn trees and the gap” in the hedge, the same bird 

appears “level with their feet”. The circling owl in this most complex topos formula of 

intertwining gyres is both a point of spatial reference to which the characters’ upward 

movement is compared, and the prime mover of a complementary spiral that whirls around the 

central gyre. 

 It is important to mention that whereas all previous descriptions of topos formulas were 

inscribed to the play’s poetic space, the pattern of the climb in this draft is transposed to the 

tangible realms of the theatre space. Yeats adds his first stage directions to the text with the 

composition of the travel song: he inserts the instructions for all three players to “go round the 

stage once” three times (excluding the crossed out lines) before each narrated paragraph, 

indicating that the stage movement that amends and embodies the recited lines is repetitive and 

extends to the full length of the travel narrative.147 The circles drawn in the playing space by 

the bodies of players and in the dramatic space by the whirling “cat-headed bird” are the 

moving, three-dimensional manifestations of those geometrical forms that Yeats used in the 

play text of At the Hawk’s Well. With the embodied circularity of the travel song, the play’s 

spatial syntax returns back to the structural fundaments of A Vision, where “movement forward 

is always at the same time movement in reverse, so that directionality always returns to 

circularity.”148  

                                                           
146 NLI 8775(2), 5r. 
147 NLI 8775(2), 3r, 4r. 
148 Mills Harper, “Structural Rhythm in Late Yeats”, 488. 
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Besides the central symbol of the double cone, in his drafts of the travel song, Yeats 

augments the text with another symbolic reference taken from A Vision. The sung parts of the 

recitation comprise a poetic repository of different types of birds, the “red bird of March”, the 

“cock”, the “crow”, and the “crying owl” among others.149 Birds in Yeats’s symbolic system 

represent total subjectivity and free will, which is in accordance with the tone and the poetic 

imagery they are depicted in in the travel song. The almost march-like, dynamic chorus 

accompanying the movement of the actors describe a “proud heart”, a head that is “in the 

cloud”, which suggests an empowering but seemingly everlasting loneliness.150 This addition 

not only connects The Dreaming of the Bones directly to the poetic vision of Yeats’s greatest 

theoretical work, but also signifies its links to Calvary, whose subject matter is an elaborate 

dramatic investigation of the qualities the symbol of the bird stands for.151 

 

The Third Group of Manuscripts: The Verse Draft 

The last group of manuscripts [Harvard (A)] comprises 24 pages of verse drafts from different 

dates, compiled into a full version of the script. The spatial structure of the play that has been 

mapped out in previous manuscript fragments is further amended and brought to a completion 

by the time the last major addition to the text is made in the summer of 1918. 

 The draft opens with a relatively detailed commentary on how the playing space should 

be arranged if the play is performed. The opening instructions reflect the same insistence on 

the use of a “bare space in a room with a wall against it” as in the case of At the Hawk’s Well. 

The text even refers back to the previous play’s movements prescribed for the cloth-folding 

ritual: 

 

Three musicians enter; one stands singing while the two 

Others enter. All three sit down against the wall. 

By the wall a They have carried in or found against the wall, a loth 

Their instruments a drum a zither a flute. Or they have 

 The 

Unfold a cloth as in the Hawks Well while the 

While the instruments are carried.152 

 

The opening ritual is described to be conducted in the same manner as in the first dance play, 

except for the decision to have the First Musician sing the initial passages instead of the full 

chorus. Though Yeats was always open to re-assign lines to different players according to 

relevant performance needs, which was probably a dramaturgical feature he adapted from the 

structural flexibility of Noh plays, the choice in making the First Musician the sole voice on 

the stage in the opening scene here might have had a more specific dramaturgical purpose. The 

opening song is amended with five lines that express fear and anxiety, generating an 

atmosphere of suspense: 

                                                           
149 NLI 8775(2), 3r. 
150 Ibid. 
151 An elaborate discussion on the poetic-spiritual symbol of the bird is included in the chapter on Calvary. 
152 Harvard (A), 1r. 
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Why does my heart beat so 

Did not a shadow pass? 

It passed but a moment ago. 

Who could have trod in the grass? 

What rouge is night-wandering?153 

 

The use of the first person singular in the solo voice of the First Musician communicates that 

the speaker is on his own in a dark and eerie place, which sets the tone for the story’s repeated 

emphasis on loneliness and the fear of being lost and vulnerable. Following his initial intentions 

to create drama for ritual theatre, Yeats’s insertion of questions addressing the audience serve 

the function of drawing them into the world of the play immediately and of helping them 

become immersed in the unease of darkness projected onto the performance space.  The spoken 

parts of the opening chorus are revised to underline this ever-present notion of shared 

loneliness, with the addition of a few lines describing birds as they “wheel about our heads” 

and “cry out in their loneliness.”154 With these last minor extensions to the opening song, Yeats 

re-defined his most public-oriented piece as his loneliest play. 

 In the opening dialogue, the change of location and the shift of the Young Man’s 

identity are clarified, and amended with more specific information both on the set time and the 

political-historical significance of the new site chosen for the story’s setting. The personal 

space-imageries of the Young Man make it clear that he is one of those rebels who “fought in 

Dublin” “at the post office”, seeking shelter among the hills of Western Ireland after the Ester 

Rising in April 1916.155 The generalisation implied by changing the protagonist’s name from 

Mac Dermit to Young Man is here combined with an attempt to link the character to a specific 

event that happened just two years before the play’s composition. This combination of making 

the leader figure universal and more specific at the same time served the need to allow the 

audience to identify with the position of the Young Man better, hinting at the possibility that 

the moral dilemmas he has to face could just as well be addressed to anyone.156  

 The imbalanced power-relations of characters that have already been sketched in 

previous drafts, mostly in relation to darkness, gain more emphasis in this version. The 

dramaturgical method is the same as in At the Hawk’s Well: Yeats accentuates the Ghosts’ 

familiarity with the site of the dramatic action to raise them into a superior dramaturgical 

position compared to the Young Man, who is a stranger to County Clare. In the newly inserted 

paragraphs we find three place names referring to areas in the West that substitute for the 

detailed site-descriptions of the Wicklow Mountains. They are mentioned as the Young Man’s 

desired destinations which he acknowledges never to be able to reach without the ghosts’ help: 

 

                                                           
153 Ibid. 
154 Harvard (A), 3r. 
155 Harvard (A), 4r, 5r. 
156 Yeats uses universal character types and general names in many of his other plays, with the same 

dramaturgical aim. Consider for example the Old Man in At the Hawk’s Well, Purgatory, or The Death of 

Cuchulain, or the Fool, The Blind Man, The Queen, The Wise Man etc. in The Hour Glass, and The Herne’s 

Egg. 
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Young Man. 

I am to lie 

At day break on the mountain & keep watch 

Until an Aran coracle puts in 

At Muckenish or at the rocky shore 

Under Kin varra, but would break my neck 

If I went stumbling there alone in the dark157 

 

Unlike the Young Man, the ghosts “know the pathways that the sheep tread out / and all the 

hiding places of the hills”, which, paired with the condition of restricted visibility for the 

newcomer, gives the ghosts more dramaturgical agency. An interesting addition to the text is a 

reference to the fact that the ghosts actually enhance this imbalanced status quo by intentionally 

taking away the Young Man’s only source of light: 

 

Young Man 

And why have you come creeping through the dark 

  (Girl blows out lanthorn) 

The wind has blown my lanthorn out. Where are you158 

 

Based on the additional passage about the Young Girl’s intervention, this version of the text 

allows for an interpretation in which the ghosts consciously exploit the possibilities provided 

by darkness to disorientate and frighten the Young Man. They gradually increase the Young 

Man’s anxiety by referring to the place they are leading him to as “haunted”, and being 

populated by the wandering souls of the dead for whom “they will not answer.”159 As Yeats 

progresses with the composition, he adds more and more phrases whose mere function is to 

make the play’s atmosphere of suspense and the Young Man’s fear almost tangible. Following 

his technique of using absence and offstage actions as tools for generating suspense, he adds 

another reference to an invisible source of sound that, according to the ghosts, comes from “an 

old horse gone astray.”160 In the light of the ghosts’ newly emphasised attitude of deceit, it is 

possible to interpret this auditory intervention as something that the ghosts generate themselves 

to increase the Young Man’s awareness of his own vulnerability and dependence on their 

instruction. 

 Previous drafts showed how the choreographic writing technique of Yeats replaced the 

focus from describing mere positions or directions of movement for the actors, and inscribed 

specific postures, gestures, or movement patterns into the text to give physical body to their 

characters. The use of the dramaturgical tool of choreographic characterisation for the 

dramatis personae gradually became more pronounced as Yeats progressed with the script, and 

by the time the verse draft reached a complete state, almost all references to movement were 

rewritten to reflect a specific movement type, visualising characters’ emotions or inner 

                                                           
157 Harvard (A), 7r. 
158 Harvard (A), 4r. 
159 Harvard (A), 8r, 9r. 
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qualities. A good example for this is the reworking of the Young Man’s entry. In the prose 

draft, he is introduced in stillness and as part of the landscape as he is “crouching half hidden 

among the stones”, looking “at the head of the mountain.”161 In the complete verse draft, he 

appears to the audience already in motion, as he is arriving to the site of the action “stumbling 

wearily”, which is a perfect embodiment of his inherently inferior dramaturgical position, his 

exhaustion and vulnerability.162 The duplicitous attitude of the ghosts is similarly implied by 

the wording of the Young Man’s first sentences addressed to them, where he says: “And why 

have you come creeping through the dark.”163 These choreographic characterisations become 

more frequent in the second half of the play, and culminate in the speeches of the Young Girl, 

which will be discussed later in further detail. 

 The narrated part of the travel song is also amended with additional details regarding 

the spiral movement up the hill. Yeats still uses the second gyre of the birds as the main spatial 

point of reference for tracking the three characters’ journey upwards, but inserts more lines 

comparing their movement to fixed points within the landscape to specify their position:  

 

First Musician 

[…] 

And passed the ragged thorn trees & the gap 

In the ancient hedge; and the tomb nested owl 

At the foot s level beats with a vague wing 

[…] 

They are among the stones above the ash 

Above the briar and thorn & scarce grass 

Hidden amid the shaddow far below them 

The cat headed bird is crying out. 

[…] 

We are almost at the summit & can rest 

The road is a faint shadow there, & there 

The Abbey lies amid its broken tomb164 

 

At the top of the hill they reach the abbey itself, which, in addition to its already mentioned 

archaeological and cultural significance, gains another layer of symbolic reference that 

underlines the validity of Yeats’s choice in placing the climax of his narrative into its 

immediate surroundings. In the final stage of the play’s composition we learn that the Abbey 

is the burial place for Donough O’Brien, another, fourteenth-century rebel figure in Irish 

history, who revolted against “his rightful master”, the King of Thomond and “died in his 

youth.”165 Yeats’s technique of associating places with certain (type of) characters is at work 

in these additions as well: the abbey here becomes a symbol for disobedience and betrayal, in 

                                                           
161 NLI 8775(1), 1v. 
162 Harvard (A), 3r. 
163 Emphasis mine. Harvard (A), 4r. 
164 Emphases mine. Harvard (A), 14r. 
165 Harvard (A), 15r. 
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relation to which all characters express their stance. When the Young Man assumes that there 

is a connection between the site and the act of treachery as a result of the traitors being buried 

there, he asserts his wish to keep a distance from it, noting that after he dies he would like to 

be as “far from his ivy tod & his owl” as he can.166 The ghosts’ attitude towards the place is 

much more complicated than the Young Man’s, which is described in detail in the Young Girl’s 

first monologue. 

 In the Young Girl’s speech, Yeats employs both the method of personal space-

imageries and the technique of choreographic characterisation to explain the relationship of 

different types of dwelling souls to the site of the church. He defines the tomb, and in later 

drafts the graveyard, as the dwelling place for the “common sinners”, who “sinned in the heat 

of blood”, and whose crime was thus less serious than of those who deliberately set out to 

betray their country by calling in alien troops “from over sea.”167 For the latter, he does not 

specify a burial place of such cultural significance, and present them as wandering souls who, 

“weary of life & of mens eyes / Fling down their bones in some forgotten place.”168 After the 

first distinction between the two types of spirits based on their assigned locations is made, the 

Young Girl explains another aspect of their differences, which is the way they move, and the 

topos formulas they create by their movement. 

 

The Girl 

[…] 

They and their enemies of Thomonds party 

All who have thrown down a heap of yellow bones 

Among those ruins live in amity 

 Up 

Make^ one drove & drift in amity 

Or in a dr a brief dream battle above their bones 

Living again old passions in a dream 

Or in the hurry of the heavenly round 

Forgetful of their earthly names – but these are alone 

Wander alone in grey & desolate places hills 

Being accursed.169 

 

As opposed to the “enemies of Thomond[‘]s party” who, even after their death, form a group 

and act out the dream-version of their earthly deeds in “amity”, the lone lovers are doomed for 

eternal solitude. They “have not that luck” to mix and whirl around in swift “dream battles”, 

but wander aimlessly side by side for centuries to come. The juxtaposition of the contrastive 

choreographies for the two types of souls is a remarkable example for the advanced 

choreographic writing technique Yeats acquired by the end of the composition of his second 

dance piece. 
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 In the second half of the Young Girl’s speech, however, the choreographic quality of 

the text is manifested on a structural level as well. The choreographic characterisation of the 

ghosts that in the first part of the speech is indicated through personal space-imageries and 

descriptions of movement patterns and styles is, in this section, demonstrated by the rendering 

of the syntax.170 The section beginning with the phrase “Although they have no blood or living 

nerves…” is one giant, 14-line sentence. It contains no full stops, only semi-colons and commas 

followed by such conjunctions as “although”, “but” or “and”, whose function is to create a 

labyrinthine structure of coordinate and subordinate clauses that mirror the hesitant, multi-

directional, never-ending floating and drifting of the lovers’ souls. With the textually embedded 

figurations of direction-changes and meandering paths, the topos-formula of the labyrinth is 

evoked, which, through its integration to the Young Girl’s speech, becomes another important 

spatial metaphor in the play’s structure. According to Brandstetter’s definition, the labyrinth as 

a pattern of movement in performance is fundamentally different from the spiral, as it “forces 

the dancer to pause, and to reorient herself when changing direction. The flow of movement, 

as opposed to the unbroken, nonsegmented flow of the spiral, is interrupted by a moment of 

reflection, which takes place in the movement. A moment of self-reflection is thus integrated 

in the interaction of orientation and disorientation in space. The topos formula of the labyrinth 

consequently appears as a figuration of self-reflection in dance.”171 The idea of self-reflection 

is in accord with Yeats’s representation of the ghosts’ suffering as a recurring act of reliving 

and reconsidering their original sin. As Yeats writes in his notes to the play in Four Plays for 

Dancers: The lovers in my play have lost themselves in a […] self-created winding of the 

labyrinth of conscience.”172
 

Following the section on the movement of souls, the Young Girl’s speeches are 

constructed according to a similar logic of choreographic syntax, which gives her words a 

quality of dance and an almost tangible physical beauty. In her recollection of the ever-

recurring moment when the two lovers meet to finally kiss each other but are stopped by the 

curse, the “memory of their crime” is depicted as an abstract shape of motion that has its own 

energy and dramaturgical agency: 

 

Their manner of life were bitter blessed could their lips 

A moment meet; but when he has bent his head 

Close to her head or hand would slip in hand 

The memory of their crime flows up between 

And drives them apart173 

 

The pattern of movement described in the above passage prefigures the actual choreography of 

the ghosts’ final dance. Dairmuid and Dervogilla, however desperately they tried, could not 

persuade the Young Man to forgive them for their original sin, and failed again in their quest 

                                                           
170 I owe my thanks to Sam McCreacy for calling my attention to this aspect of the Young Girl’s speech during 

rehearsals for his production of The Dreaming of the Bones (2014) at the Sligo Yeats Summer School where I 

played Dervogilla. 
171 Brandstetter, Poetics of Dance, 265. 
172 Yeats, Four Plays for Dancers, 129. 
173 Emphasis mine. Harvard (A), 19r. 
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for the fulfilment of their love. Their dance at the end of the play visualises both the hope of 

reunion that brings them closer to each other, and the pain of the recognition of their defeat that 

“drives them apart”. The two figures are “swept away” by the same spiralling energy of the 

fantastic dreams that conjured up the sequence of events in the opening song. 

 

Young Man 

[…]They cannot hear 

Being folded up & hidden in their dance 

The dance is changing now. They have dropped their eyes 

They have covered up their eyes as though their hearts 

Had suddenly been broken. Never, never 

Shall Dairmuid & Dervogilla be forgiven 

They have drifted in a dance from rock to rock 

They have raised their hands as though to snatch the sleep 

That lingers always in the abyss of the sky 

Though they can never reach it – A cloud floats up 

And covers all the mountain head in a moment –  

And now it lifts & they are swept away174 

 

In the final dance-monologue of the Young Man, Yeats recollects all the significant movement 

patterns and gestures that he has, so far, composed into the fabric of the play’s spatial vision. 

In the dance sequence, the choreographies of the text and the physical action that accompanies 

it on the stage create a synthesis of expression that has a much greater dramatic potential than 

either narrative methods on their own.  

As the darkness disappears and the Young Man slowly gains back his visibility and 

independence from the two dream-figures, the landscape of County Clare becomes familiar 

both to the protagonist and to the implied Irish audience. The view from the summit shows “the 

Aran Islands, the Connemara hills and Galway in the breaking light”, places that because of 

their inherent beauty and familiarity are meant to be comforting to see.  

  

                                                           
174 Emphases mine, Harvard (A), 23r. 
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Figures 57 and 58.  View from the Abbey hill. Picture credit: Melinda Szuts 
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In this otherwise most movement-focused play, there are almost no stage directions indicated 

in this scene, yet after the sentence beginning with the phrase “horizon to the east is growing 

bright”, Yeats inserts the instruction for the Young Man to “turn”, most possibly away from 

the ghosts, to face the audience.175 Even though this direction is cut from the published script, 

it shows Yeats’s intention to have his protagonist locate the sites of the west of Ireland at the 

back of the auditorium. This prescribed move of the Young Man shows that Yeats was 

consciously preparing to connect his textual choreographies with movements in an actual 

theatre space. Although at the time of the composition of the current draft, there was no stage 

production in preparation, the playwright was already thinking in terms of the play’s applied 

space dramaturgy. 
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THE DREAMING OF THE BONES IN PERFORMANCE 

The Dreaming of the Bones in the Abbey Theatre in 1931 

The Dreaming of the Bones has been staged ten times in the Abbey altogether, which makes it 

the most frequently played dance drama produced in Yeats’s own theatre.176 Since the first 

production, staged under Yeats’s supervision, took place in 1931, twelve years after the play’s 

first publication, the actual, embodied choreographies of the staged version could not have 

influenced the drama’s textual evolution until 1919. However, it is important to explore the 

dramaturgical solutions that were employed in it, as they tell a lot about how the playwright 

imagined his textual choreographies in a real theatre space. The analysis below is based on two 

heavily annotated typescripts found in the National Library of Ireland [NLI 8775(3) and NLI 

8775(4)], which were most probably used as prompt copies for the production. 

 The production premiered on 6 December 1931, under the direction of Udolphus 

Wright and with the choreography of Ninette de Valois. De Valois herself did not dance in the 

play, but trained Nesta Brooking, her pupil in the Abbey School of Ballet, for the Young Girl’s 

part. The Dreaming of the Bones was presented as part of an evening programme otherwise 

dedicated to dance and movement only, with all numbers performed by the Abbey School of 

Ballet. The arrangement of the evening was very similar to the one in which de Valois’s version 

of At the Hawk’s Well was presented in 1933, where the play was performed in a shared bill 

with a one-act ballet and the “ballet-poem” Bluebird by Mary Devenport O’Neill.177 The fact 

that under de Valois’s lead, Yeats’s dance pieces were played together with ballet and other, 

contemporary styles of dancing suggests that their movement dramaturgy was so refined and 

well-structured that they could easily be paired with purely movement-based pieces. The 

performance was an indisputable success, so after its opening show in December, Yeats 

arranged a week-long revival of the production in April the next year.178 The slight variation 

between the two typescripts found in NLI presumably accounts for the minor differences in the 

two performances, which will be indicated in the analysis below, if applicable. 

 The opening scene is almost intact from any additional stage instructions, apart from 

the indication for the characters’ stage entries. The three Musicians, the Young Man and the 

Young Girl are noted to enter “at L” (stage left), while the Young man enters “from R” (stage 

right).179 The use of entrances on both sides of the stage shows that this production consciously 

moved away from the Noh arrangement of the theatre space, and instead of relying mostly on 

the players’ positions at certain areas within the theatre space, it emphasised how they moved 

in it in relation to each other. This heightened emphasis on the meaning-making power of 

movement both in the script and its first staged version show that Yeats took an important step 

towards actually writing for an empty space, and to compose his pieces for a playing area that 

does not carry inherent symbolic meanings (like the Noh stage), but is capable of 

accommodating the spatial symbolism of the choreographies of any given play text.  

                                                           
176 The years of productions are (in chronological order): 1931 (revived in 1932), 1938, 1949, 1953, 1953, 1962, 

1965, 1965, 1984, 1990.  
177 Cave, Collaborations, 71 
178 Ibid, 71. 
179 NLI 8775(3) 1r, 2r. 
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 There are no further annotations visible in the prompt script until the scene of the travel 

song. However, at the section on the spirally movement up the hill they become exceptionally 

detailed, providing evidence for how Yeats’s topos formulas were first enacted. At the first 

circling of the stage the directions instruct the actors to do a “half round”, and “finish back to 

audience.”180 A curvilinear arrow pointing to the left and indicating clockwise rotation is drawn 

below the annotation.  

 

 

Based on these, we can assume that the players started their movement from stage left, heading 

towards stage right, where they stopped, facing the back wall of the stage. At the following 

passage a brief note next to the line “An owl is crying above their heads” says “action”, which 

might refer to a belated start of the circling so that it could happen simultaneously with the 

sung parts of the Musicians’ narration.181 At the second circling, another arrow shows 

clockwise rotation, and another half circle travelled from stage right back to stage left.182 The 

idea of two semi-circles done with stops on both ends of the stage instead of a continuous 

movement of full circles is in contradiction with Yeats’s original stage directions, but resemble 

the sudden stops that occur in the topos formula of the labyrinth and in the textual 

choreographies of the Young Girl’s speech. 

                                                           
180 NLI 8775(3), 6r. 
181 NLI 8775(3), 7r. 
182 Ibid. 

Figure 59. NLI 8775 (3), 6r. “(half round – finish back to audience – “, and the arrow indicating clockwise 

rotation. 
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At the third circling, the annotation reads as “quick circle – right round. Look up L.”183 This 

probably referred to a full circle travelled on the stage in a quicker tempo, starting and returning 

back to stage left. What we learn from this is that instead of the rigid geometry implied by the 

play text, the performance text of de Valois’s production shows great variety in the movement 

sequence of the travel song, with possible changes of direction (“right round”) and tempo. The 

instruction for actors to “look up” when they finish their last circle could refer to a slightly 

crouched posture they had to maintain until they reached the abbey in their imagined setting. 

Another possible interpretation is that the look towards stage left positioned the abbey itself 

within the theatre space. This idea seems probable if we consider another annotation two 

passages below, which indicates that actors should be “pointing left” at the line “and there the 

abbey lies amid its broken tombs.”184 Defining a specific area or direction within the vicinity 

of the theatre space for Corcomroe Abbey in performance served the same purpose as 

instructing the Young Man and the Old Man enter “through the audience” in the production of 

At the Hawk’s Well: it was a means of inscribing the different locations of the dramatic space 

into the theatre space, and thus bringing them closer to the audience. 

 

                                                           
183 NLI 8775(3), 8r. 
184 Ibid. 

Figure 60. NLI 8775(3), 7r. "Action", and the second arrow indicating clockwise rotation. 

Figure 61. NLI 8775(3), 8r. "pointing to left". 



Chapter Two: The Dreaming of the Bones 

 

112 

 

There are no additional instructions referring to movement until the players reach the summit, 

darkness fades away, and “the Aran Islands”, the “Connemara Hills, and Galway” appear in 

the Young Man’s view.185 Compared to the draft composed in Harvard (A), the rehearsal script 

contains an additional printed stage direction asking the players to go round the stage for the 

fourth time. This instruction is not exclusive for the 1931 typescript, as it was inserted during 

the revisions for the first published version, but could gain its real significance only in 

performance. The additional round extends the movement sequence to finish at the very 

moment when the players reach their imagined destination, and the Young Man utters the line 

“So here we’re on the summit.”186 With this dramaturgical choice Yeats again reaches back to 

the Noh application of the genre of the michiyuki, which traditionally ends with the “arrival-

line” (tsuki-zerifu) uttered by the traveller when he arrives at his destination.187 

In de Valois’s production, the last part of the movement sequence leading up to the 

arrival-line happened in a most stylised way, with another type of variation to the embodiment 

of the topos formula of the spiral. The new instructions read as “1 slow 3 quick”, inserted next 

to the stage direction of circling the stage once more, while “the Musicians play.”188 It is 

important to note that the first three circles are composed to be enacted with the accompaniment 

of narration or song, whereas the last one happens without the spoken word, in harmony with 

the music only. The elimination of speech from the last round makes the choreography and the 

timing of the movement sequence more fluid and open to the interpretation of the composer 

and the choreographer. This openness of the play script allows for two valid interpretations of 

the above mentioned cryptic annotations: the “1 slow 3 quick” either refers to four full circles 

done on the stage in a gradually escalating pace, or to the numbers and tempo of steps taken 

during one full circle.  

 

As J. F. Larchet’s score composed for the production was lost in the theatre fire in 1951, it is 

impossible to reconstruct what kind of units the choreographer and the composer used when 

they notated their stage movements.189 However, we know that Walter Rummel’s original score 

to the play, which was published in Four Plays for Dancers but was never used in an actual 

                                                           
185 NLI 8775(3), 14r. 
186 Ibid. 
187 On the uses of the arrival-line in the noh, see: https://db2.the-noh.com/edic/2008/12/michiyuki.html 
188 NLI 8775(3), 14r. 
189 Cave, Collaborations, 72. 

Figure 62. NLI 8775(3), 14r. "1 slow 3 quick", “the Musicians play”, "(looks out over audience". 
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performance, was measured to match a certain number of steps taken on the stage. Rummel’s 

own commentary on the execution of the movement sequence reads as follows: 

 

 The Walk around the Stage 

 

Two steps may be taken to each musical measure, making it a very slow figurative 

step. This will mean about 24 steps to one walk around the stage (Round). The last 

two steps may be twice as long (in time), accompanied by certain movements of 

expectancy.190 

  

Rummel’s clear, almost mathematical method could have had an influence on Larchet’s 

compositional technique, which would explain the last annotation’s possible references to 

different types of steps. In either case, the performance script of the 1931 production shows 

that the last round of the travel song was more complex than the preceding ones, and had a 

highly stylised, dance-like quality. It is also possible that the last circle merged into the 

climactic dance of the ghosts, which was supposed to start sometime during the Young Man’s 

speech after the arrival-line was uttered. This assumption is supported by the stage directions 

found in NLI 8775(4), which differ from the ones in NLI 8775(3) in that they instruct the 

players to go “half round the stage”, while “music suggests a dance.”191 Regardless of the 

amount of steps taken during the last movement sequence, both scripts provide evidence for 

the merging of the ghosts’ dance and the last part of the travel song. In NLI 8775(3) there is an 

additional reference to this more complex dance structure: three straight arrows are drawn right 

next to the comment on the steps, starting from the same point and pointing towards three 

different directions towards stage left (see Figure 62). These directions are likely to signify the 

routes the three players took after the circling pattern was broken up, in preparation to begin 

the ghosts’ dance. 

 Similarly to the note on the Young Man locating the abbey on stage left a couple of 

passages earlier, another stage direction asks the actor to “look out over audience” while saying 

his lines about spotting the Aran Islands, the Connemara Hills and Galway in the play’s 

imagined landscape (see figure 62).192 This instruction is in agreement with Yeats’s intention 

implied in Harvard (A), where the actor is asked to “turn” towards the audience at the same 

line. This correlation between the two scripts shows that both the director and the 

choreographer were aware of Yeats’s intentions regarding the exploitation of the full theatre 

space and the spatial involvement of the audience, and pursued the aim to create a piece of 

ritual theatre. 

The last group of annotations in the performance script refer to the dance of the ghosts. 

Interestingly, it is not the dance itself whose choreography is noted down, but the movements 

of the Young Man as he was narrating it. In his study on the collaborations of Ninette de Valois 

and Yeats, Richard Allen Cave calls our attention to the importance of the fact that the Young 

Man was not a mere spectator of  the climactic dance, but was actively engaged in it: 

                                                           
190 Yeats, Four Plays for Dancers, 113-114. 
191 NLI 8775(4), 14r. 
192 Ibid. 
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An altogether unexpected set of annotations in this document shows that 

in production the Young Man’s relation to the dancing ghosts was far more 

complex than appears from the printed text where, as no directions are 

given after the final circuit of the stage until the ghosts leave the playing 

space, one might suppose that he stood to one side and along with the 

audience and the Musicians simply watched the progress of the dance. 

Apparently, this was not so. […] Engaging the Young Man actively in the 

anguish of watching the ghosts’ plight was a remarkable decision that 

could not but have influenced spectators’ reception of the piece.193 

 

I agree with Cave that including the Young Man into the closing dance was a remarkable 

dramaturgical decision, but I would also claim that it is the way how the character engaged 

with the ghosts’ movements which was most significant. After the Young Man had separated 

from the ghosts at the end of the travel song and faced the audience, he started to recite his 

speech on the Irish landscape that the English invasion had started to ruin. A couple of lines 

later he turned back to the ghosts [marked with the instruction “turning” in NLI 8775(3), 15r], 

and started to approach them. At the lines “Who are you? What are you? You are not natural”, 

the annotations mark that he “came back to L”, signalling his change of direction again, and 

moved back to his initial position on stage left.194 He watched the ghosts’ dance from a distance 

for a while, describing their gestures and their moves. When the dance changed and the two 

lovers reached the part in their choreography which had been pre-described by the Young Girl’s 

speech (they covered their eyes and moved away from each other), he “took a step nearer”, just 

to “fall back again.”195 His physical reaction of backing away from the ghosts was a 

choreographic embodiment of his judgement of the two lost souls, which was verbalised 

simultaneously with the backward move: “Never, never / shall Dermot and Dervogilla be 

forgiven.”196 Before the ghosts disappeared from his sight, the Young Man approached them 

one last time at the line “A cloud floats up / and covers all the mountain in a moment.”197 

 

                                                           
193 Cave, Collaborations, 77. 
194 NLI 8775(3), 15r. 
195 NLI 8775(3), 16r. 
196 Ibid. 
197 Ibid. 

Figure 63. NLI 8775(3), 15r. "turning", "comes back to L." 
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In this scene, the Young Man’s inner struggle to decide over the fate of the lovers was 

beautifully transcribed to the language of choreography. As Cave phrases it:  

 

His movements patterned the flow of his empathy for them and the 

immediate resurgence of his nationalist fervour, making it uncertain 

which feeling would dominate. In other words, his interior crisis was 

embodied in his movements, which would have made for considerable 

tension in the final sequence of the play, leading inexorably to his 

judgement on himself: “I had almost yielded and forgiven it all”.198 

 

This method of using the otherwise empty splaying space to assign different notions or feelings 

to its specific areas or directions (in this case, love for one’s nation on stage right and 

forgiveness on stage left) is a dominant feature of all of Yeats’s dance plays, which the 

playwright started to develop during the rehearsal process of At the Hawk’s Well, and applied 

more confidently in the texts composed after 1917. 

                                                           
198 Cave, Collaborations, 77. 

Figures 64 and 65. NLI 8775(3), 16r. "(He takes a step nearer, but falls back again", "(goes nearer)". The 

original annotations on this page are very difficult to read, therefore I inserted their transcribed versions from 

the Cornell series. 
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THE DREAMING OF THE BONES IN PRACTICE (PAR) 

Yeats and PaR: The Foundations of a New Methodology 

As I outlined in the introduction, the chronology of my practice-as-research projects slightly 

diverges from the order of the plays’ composition. We know that Yeats started working on The 

Dreaming of the Bones two months after the publication of At the Hawk’s Well, in May 1917, 

and finished its first full version very quickly in the summer of the same year, whereas The 

Only Jealousy was composed between November 1917 and January 1918. Although the writing 

process of the two latter plays eventually overlapped, as both had to be revised before their first 

publication in 1919, The Only Jealousy of Emer could be considered as a later piece, as further 

revisions and an adaptation to a different genre kept its text in constant transformation until the 

late 1920s. In my own practical work with Yeats materials, it was the 2018 production of The 

Only Jealousy of Emer that followed my starting-out experience with directing At the Hawk’s 

Well in 2015.199 The reasons for this were mostly practical: in the preparation phase for my 

second PaR project, I met two actresses, Catherine Denning and Orla Tubridy, who showed a 

keen interest in my plans for staging another Yeats dance play, and whom I found perfectly 

suitable for the parts of Emer and Eithne Inguba. The suitability and sincere enthusiasm of 

prospective cast members, and my growing interest in seeing the characters of Emer and Eithne 

Inguba in their interpretation brought me to the decision to produce The Only Jealousy of Emer 

as my second directing project.200 The reason why in the analyses of my PaR projects I decided 

to follow Yeats’s working order rather than my own, and to discuss The Dreaming of the Bones 

prior to The Only Jealousy of Emer, is the same as for presenting the plays’ composition 

diachronically: to demonstrate the playwright’s continuous development in the application of 

his methods in space dramaturgy – both on the page and on the stage. 

 When in the second year of my PhD I embarked on a new challenge to stage another 

Yeats dance play, and looked back on my process and production outcomes of At the Hawk’s 

Well, it became clear that I had similar problems with staging it as Yeats could have had in 

1916: I had no consistent working methodology for conducting the rehearsal process, and I was 

not fully aware what the text would require in terms of managing and training for its different 

performance elements. Post-production analyses of my own engagement in the project, and 

extensive research on manuscript materials for all four dance plays made me realise that 

similarly to my investigations of the written text, my practical work also needed a clear 

methodology, which involved pre-production planning, and a conscious monitoring of the 

training and rehearsal process. Having seen the lack of appropriate audio-visual support 

materials for analysing the pre-production phase for At the Hawk’s Well, I also decided to put 

a greater emphasis on documentation. In the meantime, I familiarised myself with 

Trimingham’s hermeneutical spiral model, which helped me to formulate a clearer idea of how 

a PaR inquiry should be appropriately planned and conducted. Thanks to these practical and 

theoretical findings, during my second directing project on The Only Jealousy of Emer, I was 

                                                           
199 For an overview of the working progress and timeline for Yeats’s composition of the plays, and for my PaR 

projects in staging them, please see Appendix A. 
200 The summary of my experience in developing and rehearsing this production, and the in-depth discussion of 

its artistic outcomes is the topic of the third chapter of this dissertation, which focuses exclusively on the text 

and performances of The Only Jealousy of Emer. 
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able to develop an appropriate working method for staging the play, which later proved suitable 

for the practical exploration of The Dreaming of the Bones as well. I defined this method as 

my choreographic approach to Yeats’s dance plays, which I am going to present through the 

scrutiny of two individual working processes, described below and in the PaR section of the 

following chapter, respectively.  

 During my preparations for the staging of The Only Jealousy of Emer, I defined two 

important features of my developing working method, both of which aimed at making the 

process more structured and easier to analyse within the broader context of my research project. 

The first one was the construction of a project outline for the structuring and timing of the 

rehearsal process. This meant that the entire process of the pre-production phase had to be 

planned in advance, which included the timing and groupings of the rehearsals. The project 

outline was based on my preliminary research done on the play text, and on my practical 

experience with working on Yeats plays. The second feature was the compilation of a list of 

those performance aspects and focus areas that the project wanted to address. Similarly to the 

project outline, this list had to be done prior to the start of the actual practical work, and was 

gathered based on the play’s earlier textual analysis. The aim of the list was to provide 

important aspects for the continuous assessment of the outcomes of the working process, 

which, in accordance with the hermeneutical spiral model, had to be done at regular intervals. 

In my analyses, I provide an overview of these assessments, presenting how the previously 

listed performance aspects and focus areas were addressed in rehearsal, and how they were 

manifested in performance. In line with the principles of the spiral model, changes and 

modifications of the list were acknowledged, and were considered as an integral part of the 

creative process. Any change or addition to the preliminary list were made explicit, and were 

addressed in the overview of the project outcomes. 

 

The Dreaming of the Bones and a Choreographic Approach 

Following my previous practical experience and research findings, my starting point in defining 

my directorial approach to The Dreaming of the Bones was the conclusion that the dance plays 

include a set of references that make up its spatial design, which invite a spatially sensitive 

interpretation in their staging. In the case of At the Hawk’s Well, the most important features 

of this code were the reliance on spatial imagery and geometric symbolism both on the page 

and on the stage, and on the meaning-making quality of proxemic relations and place-changes 

in performance. As we have seen from the analysis of the textual development of The Dreaming 

of the Bones, by the time of the completion of his second dance play, Yeats’s style of writing 

for the stage changed in how it engaged the actor’s body in movement: rather than instructing 

the players to change their positions in relation to a fixed point or to each other, it provided 

detailed, choreographic descriptions of how they should be moving in the theatre space. In my 

PaR inquiry, I was primarily interested in exploring how this choreographic writing style could 

be approached in the rehearsal room, and in what ways would these textually embedded 

movement styles and patterns influence the actors’ preparation and performance in the 

production. 

 The governing idea of the project, both in its preparation phase and its performances, 

was to interpret the whole piece choreographically, as if the dance in it was not a mere element 
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of the play, but a dramaturgical framework in which the whole narrative was embedded. 

Following this line of thought, the most important principle in staging the play was that text 

and movement were inseparable in all its parts, and that both the final performance, and its 

leading-up the exercises for actors should exploit the possibilities this connection could create. 

At the start of our practical work, I defined the formula of textmovementtext, which 

modelled the direction for our physical and textual interpretations for the entirety of the 

rehearsal process. This meant that the exploration of the play took the written text as its base 

material (this might seem obvious, but in physical theatre methodologies, other alternative 

approaches are also possible, for which I will mention some examples later), which we then 

used to inform and motivate the play’s movement quality and vocabulary. The movements 

were then integrated into the delivery of the lines.  

The method of exploiting the interplay of words and movement is in accordance with 

Yeats’s principles for acting, which, although the playwright phrased them multiple times in 

his essays and his notes to his plays and their productions, are still sometimes ignored, 

misquoted, or misinterpreted (as discussed in the Introduction). Even though Yeats was initially 

more interested in ways of delivering lines in performances, his experience as a theatre 

practitioner made him realise that the expressive power of movement on the stage and its 

mastery in actor training was of equal importance.201 In his essay “The Reform of the Theatre” 

he writes: “Greek acting was great because it did all but everything with the voice, and modern 

acting may be great when it does everything with voice and movement.”202 He continues with 

stating that in the ideal acting style for modern theatre “we must get rid of everything that is 

restless, everything that draws attention away from the sound of voice, or from the few 

moments of intense expression, whether that expression is through the voice or through the 

hands.”203 Misinterpretations usually stem from understanding this ideal “simplification” of 

acting style as a statement against the involvement of the body on the stage, whereas Yeats 

emphasises exactly the opposite. He argues for the full engagement of the body in the dramatic 

action, but never in an over-exaggerated or overwhelming way. One of the many reasons why 

Yeats considered the Noh and its controlled but still powerful movement-based acting style as 

his model for his dance plays was that Japanese plays used “the bodily energies of the actor to 

the full.”204 In our staging of The Dreaming of the Bones we aimed at creating the kind of 

theatre Yeats envisioned for his movement pieces: in which “expression is mainly in those 

moments that are of the entire body.”205 

 The work on the production started with an audition process that took place from early 

June until the first week of September in 2019. With the directorial intention of working on the 

text through movement and on movement via the text, I chose applicants based on tasks that 

                                                           
201 As James Flannery writes: “Gradually, however, a change took place in Yeats's ideas as he found the Abbey 

actors unable to fill their sculpted forms with passion, unable to hold an audience with the power of language 

alone. By 1911 he had begun to feel that in his hatred of mere 'vitality', he had 'imposed too statuesque a pose' 

together with 'too monotonous a delivery'." Gradually, also, Yeats's concept of theatre changed from that of 

1894 in which the actor functioned mainly as 'a reverent reciter of majestic words'," to one in which a greater 

focus might be given to the individual actor in his full physical as well as vocal strength.” Flannery, “Yeats and 

the Actor”, 12. 
202 Emphasis mine. Yeats, “The Reform of the Theatre”, 9. 
203 Ibid. 
204 Yeats, “Personality and the Intellectual Essences”, 194. 
205 Yeats, in his Note on the first performance of At the Hawk’s Well, Four Plays for Dancers, 86-87. 
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already required skills for re-imagining and transforming words into movement and vice versa. 

With some applicants I had already worked with in the The Only Jealousy of Emer, so the 2019 

cast overlapped with that of the previous year. Returning participants were Galway-based 

actors, musicians, and creative artists, with whom we started our collaboration in 2018, as a 

new physical theatre ensemble, called DancePlayers Company. The two artists who, beside 

myself, provided the artistic leadership of the ensemble in both theatre projects were dancer-

choreographer Jérémie Cyr-Cooke and composer Ákos Lustyik. The importance of involving 

a choreographer in the creative process in the context of my projects is obvious, however, 

working with a composer, especially with the same one for three successive productions, might 

need further explanation. Similarly to Yeats, who always worked with highly competent artists 

from different fields, I wanted to share the process of interpreting the text with people who, 

through their expertise and creative input in their own artistic field, could contribute to the 

making of the production as equal partners. In the case of The Dreaming of the Bones, where 

more than one third of the text is delivered through song, and half of its playing time is filled 

with music, the responsibility of the composer is probably even greater than the 

choreographer’s.206 The fact that my core collaborators remained the same for both Galway-

based productions helped to re-apply the methodology developed for The Only Jealousy of 

Emer, and made the evaluation of the differences between the two processes easier. 

 DancePlayers started to rehearse The Dreaming of the Bones on 8 September 2019, and, 

according to its pre-defined project outline, was in rehearsal with the play for eight weeks. The 

production had a run of four shows in the O’Donoghue Theatre on 7, 8, 9, and 10 November, 

of which the last performance was followed by a Q&A session, hosted by Patrick Lonergan. 

We played for a full house on all four days, which meant 65 seats in total per show. The cast 

consisted of six players (Jérémie Cyr-Cooke as Stranger and choreographer, Kashi Cepeda as 

Young Girl, John Rice as Young Man, Conor Gormley, Aimee Banks and Una Valaine as 

Musicians), three musicians (Gergely Kuklis on violin, Nicola Geddes on cello, and Gilles 

Dupouy on celtic harp), and a creative team of six (Ákos Lustyik as composer, Aisling 

Fitzsimons as stage manager, Sarah Timmins as lighting designer, Yvette Picque as mask-

maker and designer, Shirley Heather as hairdresser and make-up artist, and myself as director). 

Some aspects from the 2015 project methodology remained the same: the collaborative 

approach, the workshop-like rehearsal process, and the heavy reliance on the contribution of 

all members of the creative team were kept as important pillars of our working mechanism. 

The list of performance aspects and focus areas that the project aimed to address included 

the following points: 

1. In what ways could the implied choreographies of the text be used in the rehearsal 

process? 

2. How does the performance represent and/or embody the topos formulas (the triangle, 

the spiral and the labyrinth) found in the text?  

3. How would the travel song be staged (also in comparison to the 1931 performance)?  

                                                           
206 If we calculate with an average time of four minutes for all three songs in the play (opening, travel, and 

closing song), and with an approximate eight minutes for the last part of the travel song and the dance sequence, 

we get twenty minutes of music. The running time of our production was forty minutes long. If we calculate 

with shorter times for the musical parts, the proportion of music and speech still remains approximately the 

same, as the length of the production would also shorten. 
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4. What dramaturgical tools could be used to manifest Yeats’s intention to create a shared 

performance space for the dramatic action, and how would these relate to the 1931 

production?  

5. In my textual analysis I suggested that the simultaneity of action and narration is not a 

dramaturgical failure of Yeats, but a conscious strategy to enhance the dramatic and 

ritualistic quality of certain parts of the play. I wanted to test this out by consciously 

giving way for “double narration” in the performance. 

 

The initial project outline for the project allocated two main parts for the rehearsal process. The 

first one was a shorter, two-week long, but very intense preparatory phase, which I will be 

referring to as the development phase. The second part consisted of the remaining six weeks of 

rehearsals, which, for simplicity’s sake, will be called the rehearsal phase. The most important 

difference between these two phases was that in our development, I wanted all six players to 

be present, whereas the rehearsal schedule was planned in a way that actors and musicians 

rehearsed in smaller groups until the last two weeks. The live music component required more 

full cast rehearsals in the weeks leading up to the performances, and it also made it necessary 

to involve one or two musicians from time to time in group rehearsals as well. 

 

The Dreaming of the Bones in Rehearsal: The Development Phase 

Physicalising the Text 

In the first week of our development, we started with a series of exercises that enabled us to 

take the first steps in exploring the text physically, following the model of 

textmovementtext. I will be referring to the first week’s aim and focus as physicalising 

the text. The method applied here was based on the same technique I used for The Only Jealousy 

of Emer, and grew out of my experience working with Máté Czakó in preparation for At the 

Hawk’s Well, and of my engagement with various kinds of physical theatre methodologies over 

the past five years.207 The leading exercise was based on the idea of exploring the movement 

quality, and grounding the movement vocabulary of the play text. The cast (including myself 

and the stage manager) had to find six words in a given section of the text that they felt were 

most important and representative of that part. Then, in individual work, actors needed to find 

a gesture for each one. The gestures I was looking for were non-mimetic, abstract, physical 

responses to the original concepts expressed through the text. In a way, the idea was similar to 

the notion of Chekhov’s psychological gesture, which aimed at physicalising the essence of 

one character or his/her intention in a given scene in one movement, but differed from it in that 

                                                           
207 In the rehearsal process for At the Hawk’s Well, Máté grounded the movement vocabulary of the performance 

by giving thematic ques to actors (such as “hawk” or “darkness”), which is one example for a non-textual 

approach in physical theatre development. In The Only Jealousy of Emer project, I already worked according to 

the principle of textmovementtext, and chose six words from the opening song for the play as the basis for 

our physical inquiry. 

For a summary of the physical theatre workshops that influenced the development of my exercises see the 

summary on actor training methods in the Introduction on pages 24-25. 
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our gestures originated from a certain word from a given text.208 The corpus was the travel 

song, as, in accordance with my previously defined focus areas, I wanted to start exploring that 

part of the play as early as possible. The words the cast chose to be physicalised were: CLAP, 

CALAMITY, CROW, BLOT, BONES, and PROUD. After having worked on their gestures 

on their own, actors had to form a group to create a movement sequence by sharing and 

combining their gestures. The task aimed at exploring how players could move as one block, 

and to see in what ways their initial movements could be used to travel in the playing space, in 

preparation for the travel song. 

 

 

Physicalising Character 

Our second series of exercises in our development was aimed at physicalising character. This 

meant that we further explored the movement vocabulary that we discovered collectively, and 

applied it to the actors’ characters to facilitate their individual development. The aim of the 

                                                           
208 Chekhov’s psychological gesture is a move that “reveals the entire character in condensed form.” 

Psychological gestures could be used to explore the essence of the entire character, but can also be applied to 

“any segment of the role”, such as “separate scenes and speeches”. Chekhov, To the Actor, 68. 

Figures 68 and 69. Physicalising the text: exercises with gestures. 

Figures 66 and 67. Physicalising the text: exploring the travel song with the gestures. 
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exercises was to help actors map the emotional scale of their characters, and to guide them 

towards the definition of the two most extreme emotions at each end of the scale. There is 

another Michael Chekhov tool that should be mentioned here as an indirect influence on our 

process, which is the concept of polarities. Chekhov defines polarities as two opposing qualities 

that define the mood or character of the play (or a shorter section of it) in a moment of time, at 

its beginning and at the end.209 Polarities can also be used to describe the emotions of characters 

as they change between two defined moments of time during the course of the play. In our 

exercises, the two extreme emotional states were not bound to set beginnings and endings, but 

could refer to any moment in the characters’ emotional journey, and could also denote feelings 

that coexist. Furthermore, they did not necessarily need to be each other’s exact opposites. For 

example, the Stranger could be defined by the qualities of pride and longing throughout the 

play, which are emotions that are not necessarily exclusive, can merge into one another, or can 

be at play simultaneously. 

The idea of extreme emotional states was suggested by the play text itself, which relies 

on contrast as a recurring dramaturgical tool. The travel song is a good example: because of its 

rhyme scheme, rhythm and phrasing (“Red bird of March…”), it evokes the mood of a march, 

which reminds us of the image of soldiers in a battle formation in the context of war, but it can 

also be interpreted as having a light, airy quality because of its dream-like poetic imagery.210 

Contrast is used in the play for characterisation too: The Young Man, for instance, is constantly 

torn between the feelings of being sympathetic with the ghosts and their cause to unite in love, 

and that of hatred, anger and disdain because of their treason.  

In our exercise, we explored characters’ extreme emotional states through imagining 

them as colours. Colours in our exercises did not have a fixed emotional quality or mood, but 

were experienced and interpreted differently by all cast members.211 Actors’ task was to find 

two colours that, for them, could embody their characters’ extreme emotional states. Following 

this, they had to explore their gestures again by applying to them the qualities of their two 

colours. In this exercise, to the already existing list of six gestures we had been working with, 

we added another six, for which we used the opening song as a corpus. The new words to be 

explored physically were: OVERFLOW, NIGHT, DIZZY, SHADOW, DREAMS, 

PASSIONATE. Using the full pool of twelve gestures and the quality of their two colours, 

actors needed to create a movement sequence of about two minutes individually, which were 

then presented for the whole group in two ways: first without, and then with music. For the 

presentation, the group was joined by Gergely, our violinist, who, after watching the first 

presentation, improvised an accompaniment for the second. His improvisations were based on 

musical themes from the play’s developing score, composed by Ákos. This way, actors had a 

                                                           
209 “In any true piece of art (in our case an inspired performance), the beginning and the end are, or should be, 

polar in principle. All the main qualities of the first section should transform themselves into their opposites in 

the last section.” Chekhov, To the Actor, 94 
210 The march is a musical genre that is written for marching, most commonly for military purposes. It has a 

regular rhythm, and usually contains repetition. A detailed description of the genre and its origins can be found 

in the article entry of the Encyclopaedia Britannica: https://www.britannica.com/art/march-music 
211 Although the use of colours is not an established tool in the Michael Chekhov technique, Max Hafler relied 

on it extensively in his workshops and rehearsals that he conducted through the Chekhov methodology. The 

influence of his practice on this particular series of exercise is thus unquestionable. One of the reasons why I 

chose to work with colours in the first place was that many of our cast members attended Hafler’s workshops, 

and already had some experience with working on such abstract concepts as colours. 
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chance to react to the musical mood of the performance, and could familiarise themselves with 

the process of working with live music. The sequences created this way turned out to be the 

most important sources for the production’s movement vocabulary, both in the case of The 

Only Jealousy and The Dreaming of the Bones, and proved that even though the exercise was 

designed to help in exploring the physicality of characters, it also provided rich working 

material for physicalising the entire play. 

 

The second series of exercises related to character-work was based on the lines assigned to 

each role. The original task developed for The Only Jealousy of Emer was that actors had to 

find those lines or phrases in their parts, during which they felt that their character should 

change his/her physicality or position on the stage. They then needed to physicalise these parts 

by finding equivalent gestures or shorter movement sequences for each of them. This exercise 

turned out to be the most useful one for exploring spatial relations in The Only Jealousy of 

Emer, and provided a firm base for the development of its movement-map and blocking. For 

The Dreaming of the Bones, however, its results proved to be less important in the long run. 

This suggested that The Only Jealousy of Emer was similar to At the Hawk’s Well in its spatial 

design, notably in the way it relied on the narrative functions of place-changes and proxemic 

relations – all of which will be discussed in detail in the next chapter. The fact that this 

particular exercise proved to be less beneficial for the development of The Dreaming of the 

Bones already indicated what the rehearsal process later justified: that the play’s spatial 

relations were very different from the ones of the other two plays, and that its spatial design 

should not be explored by focusing on actors’ positions or place-changes. 

Figures 70, 71, 72, 73. Physicalising character: individual movement sequences with music improvisation 

played by Gergely. Second picture: Jérémie performs his move for “dream”, which became an important 

element for the travel song and closing song. 
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The third sequence of exercises for physicalising character was connected to mask-work, and 

was influenced by the mask-making technique employed in Richard Pochinko’s methodology 

in clowning, Clown through Mask.212 In this session, actors had to do further work on one of 

the lines they chose in the previous exercise-series. The idea was to pick a line that for them 

represented the essence of the character’s mood, emotional state, and motivation, which we 

then referred to as the intention of the character. After having explored the chosen intention 

both vocally and physically through a series of exercises, actors had to work it into a piece of 

clay, which they prepared for themselves at the beginning of the session. The process was the 

materialisation of something immaterial: actors needed to mould the essential qualities of their 

character into a mask. The work was carried out blindfolded to make sure actors only used their 

imagination and physical drive, rather than their conscious crafting skills to create something 

aesthetically pleasing. The masks made this way were used for almost the full length of the 

rehearsal process, and provided inspiration for the mask-maker in creating the final 

performance masks. As in The Only Jealousy of Emer there are more masks involved, this 

exercise again proved more beneficial for that project. For The Dreaming of the Bones, the 

mask-making task only concerned two actors: Jérémie and Kashi, who played the ghosts.  

 

 

                                                           
212 In the approach of Clown through Mask, actors explore their personalities as clowns through the use of 

masks. Instead of doing this by wearing ready-made masks that already have a set of given features and intended 

character traits, actors have to create their own masks after having engaged in a series of intense physical and 

imaginative exercises. In the development of my exercises, I relied on my practical experience that I gathered at 

the Clown through Mask workshop led by Veronica Coburn in 2017. For a detailed analysis of the mask-making 

process as defined by Clown through Mask, please see chapters 6 and 8 on the “First Foundation Exercise for 

Mask”, and on the “Second Foundation Exercise for Mask” in: Coburn and Morrison, Clown through Mask, 99-

110, 125-147. 

Figures 74, 75, 76. Physicalising character: exploring lines for changing place or posture. 
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In both projects, the experience of making the masks proved to be just as important for actors’ 

personal exploration of their characters as the results themselves. I guided them through the 

process in a way that they were aware of the “choreography” of their own mental and physical 

journey in the act of making, which they had to describe to the full cast and the mask-maker 

after they finished. Jérémie, for example, having worked with the intention “I will not answer 

for the dead”, explained that at first, he felt a “strong denial, rejecting guilt”.213 Then, after a 

while “crazy guilt came over him”, which was accompanied with the image of a “bird of prey 

that was swirling above his head.” He also mentioned that he started working the clay with 

carving a big swirl to its left side, then formed an even larger crater to the right. He finished 

with adding some extra clay to build a very long, protruding nose in the centre. He explained 

that the swirl was the embodiment of the torments of guilt, and the crater manifested “being 

afraid of emptiness”. The long nose stood for the pride of Dermuid, but also signalled the 

verticality of his relationship with the bird, which threatened to attack him, always from above. 

The contrastive emotion-pair of guilt and pride, expressed in movements on the vertical axis 

proved to become fundamental to Dermuid’s character in Jérémie’s interpretation, which was 

largely grounded by this initial exercise.  

Kashi also made important discoveries about her character by working on the intention 

“Their manner of life were blessed could their lips a moment meet.” She explained the deep, 

meandering furrows that lined her mask’s upper side as the “two opposing directions” that the 

ghosts were being pushed towards instead of uniting in love, and the big, flower-like mouth on 

the bottom as the embodiment of both the desired kiss, and the curse that the lovers had to 

bear.214 Kashi’s mask-making choreography resembled the topos formula of the labyrinth, and 

embodied the recurring mini-choreography of the ghosts being driven apart from each other 

                                                           
213 All quotations in this paragraph are based on the rehearsal notes taken on 22 September 2019. 
214 Ibid. 

Figure 77. Kashi and Jérémie making their rehearsal masks. 
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every time they tried to kiss. All of these early experiences of characters’ physicality were 

successfully integrated into the movement vocabulary of the production, and helped the 

formation of the dance sequence. 

 

 

 

 

  

Figures 78, 79, 80. Above: clay heads for the rehearsal masks. Below: final versions. 
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The Dreaming of the Bones in Rehearsal: The Rehearsal Phase 

The Singers’ Group 

In the rehearsal phase, I divided the actors into two groups. The three singers trained together 

as one group, led by Jérémie or myself, or occasionally, by both of us.215 It has to be mentioned 

that Ákos, our composer, applied the same working method for The Dreaming of the Bones as 

for the previous two Yeats projects: instead of composing the music for the whole piece in 

advance, he prepared each part during the rehearsal process, by watching videos of our training 

sessions, and being constantly in touch with me regarding the production’s developing style 

and content.216 As we progressed with our rehearsals and more musical material became 

available, rehearsals with live music accompaniment became more frequent. The three prose 

actors were also grouped together, and worked with me on their dialogue parts. Beside our two 

main rehearsing groups, Kashi and Jérémie had a few separate dance sessions for the 

development of their choreography for the play’s climactic dance sequence. 

With the singers, we made two important discoveries during our rehearsal phase that 

helped to define their presence on the stage, and facilitated the development of their roles as 

individual characters. Our first finding was that the dynamism of the opening song with its 

vivid descriptions of the movement of dreams required constant motion on the stage, but a very 

different one to the opening moves we devised for At the Hawk’s Well. In our first rehearsal 

sessions for the opening song, we tried to use a cloth for our choreography in a similar way as 

we did in the previous two Yeats productions, but without much success.217 It did not take 

much time to realise that giving tangible shape and form to the dreams in performance would 

go against the concept Yeats envisioned for its role in the play. In the text, Yeats repeatedly 

refers to the dream-matter as an ever-present, changeable force that “lingers always in the abyss 

of the sky” though characters “can never reach it”.218 In performance, we imagined it as a 

tangible absence that spirals into the playing space during the opening song through the 

singers’ evocation and movement choreography, and covers the whole dramatic action, until it 

lifts when the ghosts disappear after their dance. This “passionate shade” in our interpretation 

was an active, invisible energy that had a dramaturgical agency throughout the performance, 

and could embody both the stirring “cloudy blot” of the wind-torn night and the prevailing 

“memory of a crime” that drove the lovers away every time they wanted to embrace. 

                                                           
215 To differentiate the characters of the Musicians from the actual instrumentalists (the harpist, the violinist and 

the cellist), I will be referring to the former as singers, and to the latter as musicians. In Yeats’s original concept, 

both of these roles were imagined as being taken up by the Musicians themselves. 
216 This workshop-like collaboration was much easier in the case of At the Hawk’s Well, where both of us still 

lived in Budapest, Hungary, and Ákos could be present at rehearsals. This was not possible for the two 

following projects, as I was working with an ensemble in Galway, while he was based in London. 
217 Both Máté Czakó and Jérémie Cyr-Cooke decided to use the cloth in their choreographies for At the Hawk’s 

Well and The Only Jealousy of Emer.  
218 Yeats, Collected Plays, 444. 
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The second important decision regarding the singers was that as opposed to the intention to 

keep them faceless and characterless, as in the production of At the Hawk’s Well, for this play, 

we decided to endow them with distinct personalities. We started to explore this idea in The 

Only Jealousy of Emer already, but thanks to a more developed exercise series dedicated to 

this aspect, the 2019 production was more successful in manifesting this aim. As a starting 

point, we agreed with Jérémie that the play’s strong connections to its setting needed to be 

visualised. We also acknowledged that making the singers alike and regarding them as one 

entity is a good idea only if it is paired with employing them with distinctive features, otherwise 

the actors would struggle to keep their engagement with their roles. Therefore, Jérémie 

suggested that we attempt to embody different parts of the play’s landscape through the singers 

themselves: one of them had to take up the qualities of bog, and the others the features of rock 

and grass, respectively. To provide more source of inspiration for the singers and to help them 

ground their characters’ physicality, in the fifth week of our rehearsal period we made a field 

trip to the Burren with the full cast, and climbed the very hill whose surface and surroundings 

Yeats describes so tangibly in the play. The experience of ascending the rocky slopes of the 

Abbey hill was an important step not only in the character-development of the singers, but also 

in our preparations for performing the travel song. 

Figures 81 and 82. Jérémie working with the singers on their physicality and the movement choreography for 

the opening song. 
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The Players’ Group 

With the other training group, the choreographic interpretation of the play text required a more 

complex working methodology than the preparation with the singers. The ineffectiveness of 

the exercise series on dramaturgically important place-changes suggested that instead of 

approaching the play through exploring where actors would go in the playing space, we should 

focus on discovering how they move. Following the formula of textmovementtext, I had 

a clear method in mind for facilitating the discovery of individual movement styles of each 

character, but I was struggling to find the way to explore how players would move in the 

playing space in relation to each other, which was the first task to be solved. 

This initial insecurity regarding the movement-relations of actors stemmed from 

Yeats’s dramaturgical device of employing a silent character on the stage for the whole 

duration of the piece. In the first half, it is the Young Girl who, albeit present throughout, does 

not speak at all, whereas in the second, it is the Stranger who is completely mute. This verbally 

imbalanced stage presence raised the following questions: Where do we position the silent 

character in relation to the two others? Do we have him or her physically engaged in the others’ 

conversations, and if yes, how? 

Figure 83. Members of cast and crew on the top of Abbey hill on 20 October 2019. Photo credit: Fintan 

Geraghty 
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The key to answer these questions was again in the play’s innate choreographic design, 

prompted by the text itself. The first milestone in our rehearsal process came about when I 

began to experiment with moving the ghosts in a way that was described in Yeats’s poetic 

dialogues, where they are regularly depicted as they “wander side by side” without actually 

touching each other. Based on this, I imagined the two figures in close togetherness and in 

constant motion for the whole duration of the performance, but without actual physical contact. 

This meant that even for the spoken parts, they needed to be floating and drifting together, side 

by side, like the dizzy dreams of the opening song. To reach this quality of togetherness in flux, 

I designed a series of exercises for Kashi and Jérémie where they had to move together as one 

body, almost as if they were glued together but without actually touching. The aim of the 

exercises was to practice moving in space as co-dependent leaders and followers: to compose 

their movements in a way that one of them was always leading and the other following, but 

instead of copying the leader’s moves, the follower had to complement them by keeping the 

essence and the quality of the leader’s motions. When the two players got used to moving in 

the space this way, they were joined by John Rice, the actor playing the Young Man, to see 

how their joint presence worked in relation to, and in dialogue with, the third character. For the 

actual blocking of the scenes, the task was to find those moments in the play where the ghosts 

needed to separate, and instead of engaging their shared energies with the Young Man, they 

had to interact with each other. 

 

 

After we found the basic principle of stage movement for all three players, we turned to 

individual character-work. In the first few weeks it became obvious that the role of the Young 

Man required a different approach in training than the two ghosts, which was due to the stylistic 

differences between the phrasing of their lines. Whereas the ghosts speak in long and elaborate 

Figures 84, 85, 86. Exercises with moving as one body. 
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sentences that in most cases contain references to movement, the Young Man’s speeches are 

built up from simpler grammatical constructions, with significantly less choreographic 

elements. I believe that this stylistic contrast is a conscious dramaturgical tool employed by 

Yeats in order to highlight characters’ belonging to the contrastive realms of the natural and 

the supernatural, and which thus inherently invites different approaches in their playing style. 

In our production, we wanted to emphasise this contrast by letting the Young Man’s 

interpretation rely more on the realistic-naturalistic acting tradition in training and 

performance, whereas the ghosts worked solely with the tools of physical theatre both in the 

rehearsal room and on the stage.219 

Character-work for the ghosts began with the physical exploration of their lines by 

finding gestures for, and “dancing out” the movement choreographies they found in their 

speeches. The mini-choreographies in the Young Girl’s part were more obvious to find and 

interpret (as analysed in the first half of the chapter), whereas the lines of the Stranger required 

more abstract interpretation techniques, as they did not always include direct references to 

movement. Our rehearsal method was grounded on the principle that even in the case of the 

latter, we still employed the same technique of physicalisation, and devised movements for all 

of the Strangers’ lines. After having rehearsed the text together with its assigned movements 

for a few weeks, we gradually reduced and internalised the non-verbal elements, keeping the 

most important gestures, and the most essential stylistic quality of the movements only. The 

internalisation of the movements (the final step in the formula of textmovementtext) was 

just as important in the rehearsal process as the initial steps of their physicalisation, without 

which the production would have suffered from the same stylistic extremities that Yeats was 

so openly against.220  

Among all performance elements, it was the dance sequence that proved to be the most 

difficult scene to rehearse and coordinate in the whole piece. Following my initial intention to 

explore the simultaneity of action and narration, the aim was to create a scene that not only 

allows the ghosts to have their big moment danced out to live music, but to give space and 

attention to the Young Man’s most beautiful final monologue as well, which happens during 

the dance. To be able to make this work properly, we needed to find an appropriate working 

order for putting its different elements together. We started the process with Jérémie devising 

the basic elements of the choreography in collaboration with Kashi.  For their movement 

vocabulary, they used a lot from the gestures and movement types that they had already 

discovered rehearsing the mini-choreographies of their speeches. They included for example, 

the constant presence of the tangible absence (“the memory of their crime”) that kept them 

together but also “drove them apart” when they wanted to touch, or the gestures for gazing at 

                                                           
219 This accepted duality in actors’ methodological approaches to their roles does not mean that John did not 

take an active part in the exercises developed as part of the production’s choreographic approach. As described 

in the section on the project’s development phase, his relationship with the role started with a physical 

exploration of the play and his own character, which proved to be highly beneficial for him. John remained 

constantly engaged in physical exercises throughout the rehearsal process. 
220 The process of internalisation in my choreographic approach is similar to the tool that Michael Chekhov calls 

“veiling”. According to Mark Monday’s explanatory notes in his book designed for directing and acting 

according to the Michael Chekhov technique, veiling is “to hide or control one’s subjective atmosphere.” 

Monday, Directing with Michael Chekhov Technique, 159. The difference between the two concepts is that in 

the choreographic approach, internalisation always refers to the volume of gestures, and not to the showing of 

emotions or projections of atmosphere. 



Chapter Two: The Dreaming of the Bones 

 

132 

 

one another, dropping their eyes, covering their eyes, and then turning away from each other – 

a series of movements that are described many times by Dervogilla and the Young Man 

throughout the play. 

 

Figures 87 and 88. The tangible absence in rehearsal and in performance. Picture credit: Melinda 

Szuts. 

Figures 89, 90, 91. Gestures for gazing at one another and for covering eyes in rehearsal and performance. 

Picture credit: Melinda Szuts. 



Chapter Two: The Dreaming of the Bones 

 

133 

 

 

After the first draft of the choreography was done, I divided the Young Man’s monologue to 

leave gaps for a couple of minutes of dance to happen without narration, and marked those 

sections that had to incorporate movement and speech at the same time. We then went into the 

rehearsal room with all three actors, and adjusted the dance to the monologue. We timed and 

recorded the whole sequence, and sent it to the composer. Based on the video, Ákos composed 

the music for the whole sequence, which was sent out to the instrumentalists, the violinist, the 

cellist and the harpist, to learn off. The final step was to rehearse the scene with live music, 

trying to find the cues both for musicians and players to move in harmony, and to adjust the 

volume of sound and narration to make everything visible and audible. 

 

The Dreaming of the Bones in the O’Donoghue Theatre 

During the eight weeks of rehearsals, most of the points raised on my list of focus areas at the 

beginning of the process were addressed, and began to be explored in practice. Some of them, 

however, could only be discovered or tested in performance, in the actual theatre venue, and 

with the presence of an audience. Keeping to the idea of continuous assessment I initially set 

for the project, I would like to discuss all of these points in the light of the full production, 

summarising and analysing my experience based on investigating them in performance. In line 

with the principles of the hermeneutical spiral that acknowledge change and modifications in 

aims and research questions, I will also mention some performance aspects that were not in my 

scope of research at the beginning of the project, but became important as we progressed.  

The first point that I enlisted as a focus area was the use of textually embedded 

choreographies in rehearsal and performance. As the analysis in the previous section shows, 

this aspect was considered as a governing principle for the whole rehearsal process rather than 

as a mere element of the production, and was applied in our practice following the formula of 

textmovementtext. It provided ground base for the movement style and vocabulary of the 

whole production, and helped actors greatly in the development of their characters. 

The second aspect that I wanted to discover was the integration of the audience into a 

shared performance space, as suggested by the play text, and the dramaturgical solutions for 

its first performance in 1931. In our production, the exploration of this element became 

intertwined with the idea of integrating the topos formula of the spiral into the performance 

space at a very early stage of our preparation, and was developed further in the second half of 

the rehearsal process, in collaboration with our lighting designer, Sarah Timmins. The use of 

the spiral as a tool for spatial arrangement was inspired by Jérémie’s concept of the singers as 

embodiments of the play’s setting. The aim was to strengthen this connection to landscape, 

and, with the help of the spiral, arrange the playing space in a way that it connects audience 

members to the scenery of County Clare. The importance of the narrative’s inherent symbolic 

bonds to its landscape, and the fact that we would be performing in the West, very close to the 

play’s actual setting, justified this intention, and helped us formulate the concept for the 

performance’s spatial arrangement. 
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We decided to play in the round, with the audience seated around the centre of the playing area 

in two curvilinear rows, formulating a spiral. The audience was arranged in a way that the 

playing space was extended to the whole auditorium, providing the players with the additional 

playing space of a gyre-like pathway among the rows of the spectators. In this arrangement, 

not only did we integrate the audience in to the playing space, but used them to give physical 

shape to the play’s setting. The spiral of the seating was designed to resemble the swirling 

hilltops of the Burren, which, with an additional layer of chalk powder laid down on the floor 

Figures 93 and 94. Left: Stage design sketch for the production. Right: the hills of the Burren. Source: 

Pinterest. 

Figure 92. The singers in performance. Photo credit: Emilia Lloret. 
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in a gyre, evoked a strong sense of place, with the spectators’ presence contributing to the 

landscape. The O’Donoghue Theatre, being a black box space with retractable seating, 

provided a good venue for such a complicated arrangement: with its dimensions of 11.5m x 

9.5m the playing space was large enough to accommodate the moveable chairs for the spiral, 

still leaving space for the actors to move around and in between the rows. 

 

This spatial set-up, as I later realised, matched almost exactly the ideal spatial configurations 

of Antonin Artaud’s modern theatre, which he describes in detail in Theatre and its Double. I 

find this link to Artaud very important, as it raises awareness to Yeats’s position in the 

modernist canon of theatre-makers, and reasserts his contribution to the time’s changing 

Figures 95 and 96. The spiral at the technical rehearsal and in performance. 
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aesthetics and theatre practices.221 To demonstrate the striking similarities between our playing 

arrangements and Artaud’s ideas, I quote the corresponding passage from his essay here in its 

full length. 

We abolish the stage and the auditorium and replace them by a single site, without 

partition or barrier of any kind, which will become the theater of the action. A direct 

communication will be re-established between the spectator and the spectacle, 

between the actor and the spectator, from the fact that the spectator, placed in the 

middle of the action, is engulfed and physically affected by it. This envelopment 

results, in part, from the very configuration of the room itself. Thus, abandoning the 

architecture of present-day theaters, we shall take some hangar or barn, which we shall 

have reconstructed according to processes which have culminated in the architecture 

of certain churches or holy places, and of certain temples in Tibet. In the interior of 

this construction special proportions of height and depth will prevail. The hall will be 

enclosed by four walls, without any kind of ornament, and the public will be seated in 

the middle of the room, on the ground floor, on mobile chairs which will allow them 

to follow the spectacle which will take place all around them. In effect, the absence of 

a stage in the usual sense of the word will provide for the deployment of the action in 

the four corners of the room. Particular positions will be reserved for actors and action 

at the four cardinal points of the room. The scenes will be played in front of 

whitewashed wall-backgrounds designed to absorb the light. In addition, galleries 

overhead will run around the periphery of the hall as in certain primitive paintings. 

These galleries will permit the actors, whenever the action makes it necessary, to be 

pursued from one point in the room to another, and the action to be deployed on all 

levels and in all perspectives of height and depth. A cry uttered at one end of the room 

can be transmitted from mouth to mouth with amplifications and successive 

modulations all the way to the other. The action will unfold, will extend its trajectory 

from level to level, point to point; paroxysms will suddenly burst forth, will flare up 

like fires in different spots. And to speak of the spectacle's character as true illusion 

or of the direct and immediate influence of the action on the spectator will not be 

hollow words. For this diffusion of action over an immense space will oblige the 

lighting of a scene and the varied lighting of a performance to fall upon the public as 

much as upon the actors--and to the several simultaneous actions or several phases of 

an identical action in which the characters, swarming over each other like bees, will 

endure all the onslaughts of the situations and the external assaults of the tempestuous 

elements, will correspond the physical means of lighting, of producing thunder or 

wind, whose repercussions the spectator will undergo. However, a central position 

                                                           
221 In his article on the importance of place in The Dreaming of the Bones, Chris Morash reaches the same 

conclusion, stating that “Yeats’s theatre points towards Artaud” in his deconstruction of “the opposition between 

performer and audience”. Morash calls this aspect Yeats’s “most radical element” of his theory of theatre. 

Morash, “Bewildered Remembrance,” 133. 
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will be reserved which, without serving, properly speaking, as a stage, will permit the 

bulk of the action to be concentrated and brought to a climax whenever necessary.222 

Among the many analogies with the arrangement described above, and to which I will return 

later, there are two aspects that need to be discussed further in relation to the spatial relations 

of our performance. These are the “holy” quality of the performance space, and the “special 

proportions of height and depth” that, in Artaud’s definition, specify the use of “galleries” in 

the playing venue. In the first part of my analysis on At the Hawk’s Well I already referred to 

the notion that ritual theatre requires shared performance spaces. Here, I would like to augment 

this argument with the idea of the necessity of verticality in the ritual playing space, and claim 

that the two aspects mentioned by Artaud are closely linked in Yeats’s space dramaturgy.  

In his seminal work on western performance spaces, David Wiles argues that one of the 

defining features of sacred spaces is their vertical arrangement.223 As an example, Wiles 

describes the need for a vertical axis in the architecture of churches, and compares their 

structure to theatre venues that were built with a similar inherent symbolism in mind. He points 

out that in the structure of cathedrals, verticality was necessary to symbolise the entirety of the 

universe, and to enable and maintain a connection between human and divine. Similarly, in 

sacred performance spaces, a vertical axis is needed in order to accommodate interactions 

between the spheres of the natural and the supernatural. In agreement with Wiles’ argument, 

and in full accord with Artaud’s ideal set-up for a holy space, our creative team decided to 

endow our playing area with a vertical axis, by letting the two ghosts use the balcony for their 

                                                           
222 Artaud, The Theatre and its Double, 96-97. Some ideas presented in this passage by Artaud will be discussed 

later in relation to the staging of The Only Jealousy of Emer in the third chapter of this dissertatoin, as they 

relate to the spatial arrangement of that performance as well.  
223 Wiles exemplifies his statement with describing vertical arrangements in Greek and Roman theatres, and in 

the architectures of Christian churches. “Greek theatre used the vertical axis to articulate relations of human and 

divine, and for this reason, flew gods in on a crane […] Christianity […] focused its attention on Christ’s 

movement down to Hell, back up to earth and finally to heaven. […] The dome was an alternative sky, and the 

church an alternative universe.” Wiles, A Short History of Western Performance Space, 40-41. Mircea Eliade 

formulates a similar argument by claiming that temples and houses dedicated to worship “are held to be at the 

Center [sic!] of the World and, on the microcosmic scale, to reproduce the universe. In other words, the man of 

traditional societies could only live in a space opening upward, where the break in plane was symbolically 

assured and hence communication with the other world, the transcendental world, was ritually possible.” Eliade, 

The Sacred and the Profane, 43. 

Figure 97. The Young Man spotting the ghosts on the balcony. 
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appearance at the beginning of the play, and by positioning Gergely, the violinist, on the right 

balcony for the whole duration of the performance. The use of the balcony and the uneven 

distribution of sources for the live music and speech not only established a constantly changing 

soundscape in the theatre, with “amplifications and successive modulations” of sound, but also 

required the constant engagement of spectators, who, in order to see the dramatic action in “all 

its levels and perspectives”, had to turn and change their positions from time to time. 

 

 

Another dramaturgical tool that our production consciously exploited to maintain the sense of 

a shared performance space was the visualisation of existing locations of County Clare in the 

playing area. My analysis on the 1931 production of the play showed how Udolphus Wright’s 

staging manifested Yeats’s instructions to position Corcomroe Abbey, the Aran Islands, 

Connemara Hills, and Galway into the vicinity of the theatre space by asking the Stranger and 

then the Young Man to “look up” or “look out over audience” as these names were mentioned. 

It is important to note that stage directions suggest that Wright’s performance also relied on 

verticality in the positioning these places, as looking up and over the audience could not happen 

without the inclusion of the area above the spectators’ eye-level. In our production, the circular 

arrangement and the principle of constant motion in the playing space provided a certain 

freedom in positioning these places on a 360° scale, which eventually resulted in having 

Corcomroe Abbey upstage centre, the Aran Islands, Connemara hills downstage centre, and 

Galway upstage right. 

Beside its dramaturgical effect on the relationship between actors and spectators, the 

inclusion of the above mentioned locations in the playing space had another, important 

symbolic implication. As I mentioned in my analysis of the play’s textual development, Yeats’s 

choice for (re-)locating the play in the close vicinity of Corcomroe Abbey was an attempt to 

give back again “to certain places their old sanctity and romance”, after they had been ruined 

Figure 98. Gergely playing on the right balcony. 
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and exploited by the English invaders.224 The Young Man’s final monologue, then, is in itself 

an act of re-sacralisation: it reclaims and repositions the famous locations of county Clare and 

Galway into the realm of the nation’s very own, shared cultural heritage. By evoking and 

accommodating these sites into the sacred, shared space of the dramatic action, which, most 

importantly, was set up in heart in the west of Ireland, our performance and all its contributors 

became part of the symbolic act of reconnecting the land with its past and with its habitants. 

Our production thus exemplified the process of shared place-making and cultural identification 

in the context of a live theatre performance, which is aptly described by Morash and Richards 

as follows: 

The making place from space in the theatre is, therefore, a shared experience; shared 

among members of the audience, among actors-as-characters, and between the 

audience and the actors-as-characters. In all of its permutations, however, this is a 

process that necessarily occurs over time as actors-as-characters and audience share 

the laying down of memories (another temporal process) and the naming and investing 

space with language, even if they do so at different rates. This means that members of 

the audience, at very basic structural level, identify with the characters in their place-

making.225 

The next aspect that I would like to discuss as part of the summary of performance outcomes 

is one that I had not expected to play a major role in the evolution of the production, but that 

eventually became one of the show’s most significant elements. It is the deceitful attitude of 

the ghosts, which was already mentioned in the first half of the chapter, in relation to the play’s 

timing at night time. As a result of the exploration of the ghosts’ extreme emotional states, we 

discovered that pride and a prevailing sense of superiority governed their attitude towards the 

Young Man in their first encounters. In contrast to this, John’s interpretation of the Young 

Man’s feelings at the beginning of the play were expressed as an overwhelming fear of the 

unknown, which made him extremely vulnerable to any kind of provocation the ghosts might 

expose him to. Building on the sharp contrast in characters’ power relations, we consciously 

created an atmosphere of suspense, in which the loneliness and desolation of the Young Man 

were almost tangible.  

The performance began with the lone voice of the First Musician, who, in accord with 

Yeats’s intention to rouse spectators’ curiosity about the ghosts, evoked an eerie, dark tone for 

the first scene. The use of the balcony for the ghosts’ first appearance already gave the masked 

players an air of superiority, which was reinforced by the act of blowing out the Young Man’s 

lantern at the beginning of their encounter. To make the imbalanced power relations of 

characters more obvious, we created a momentum out of the ghosts’ first appearance in the 

central playing area. After they entered the central circle, they slowly walked towards the 

Young Man, who could only feel but not see them, and after having observed him closely while 

circling around him, the ghosts made a decision to uncover themselves before him. This 

dramaturgical decision was prompted by the play text itself, which states that the Young Man 

“cannot see” the ghosts after he loses sight of the “pair of heads” in the dark. The exact moment 

                                                           
224 Pound, Certain Noble Plays of Japan, vi. 
225 Morash and Richards, Mapping Irish Theatre, 76. 
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when the Young Man’s darkness is dissolved is not defined in the play text, but it needs to be 

clearly marked in performance. In our production, this moment was used to indicate that the 

ghosts made a decision to try to win the Young Man for their cause, suggesting that despite 

their initial hostility, they had sympathy for him, and believed that he could eventually end 

their suffering. 

 

In the first half of the play, there were two more occasions where our production emphasized 

the mischievous attitude of Dermuid and Dervogilla. The first was the sound of “a horse gone 

astray”, which, in our interpretation, was evoked by the ghosts themselves. A mutual gesture 

of the masked players marked the beginning of a gradually amplifying sound-pattern produced 

by the musicians and the singers, which accompanied the Young Man’s speech about the “late 

Rising”, until the intervention of the Stranger with the line “I will put you safe”. The Young 

Man’s intense, desperate reaction to the soundscape that conjured images of war was a key to 

understand his fear and his imposed reliance on the ghosts’ help. The second attempt of the 

ghosts to compel the Young Man into a complete surrender happened during the Stranger’s 

speech about the penance for lost souls. The section beginning with “In a dream…” was 

delivered in a grotesque, playful manner, with both masked players dancing out the misery of 

cursed spirits by crawling on the floor, and by backing away and approaching the Young Man 

several times in daunting frenzy. The effect of this short “play within the play” on the Young 

Man, however, was the exact opposite to what the ghosts had expected. The Young Man, 

instead of giving in, turned openly against them, and reinforced his power over the spirits by 

declaring that he has “no dread” of the dead, as they cannot physically hurt him. In our 

interpretation, the Young Man’s lines were delivered with explicit mockery and a hint of 

theatrical self-reference, turning the sentence “Well, let them dream into what shape they 

please / And fill waste mountains with the invisible tumult of the fantastic conscience” into an 

insult, addressing both the ghosts and the live performance itself that embodied Yeats’s dream-

vision. The only way the ghosts could gain back The Young Man’s sympathy was to change 

both tactics and speakers, and give him a helping hand by leading him up on the mountain path. 

 

Figure 99. The First Musician opens the play.  
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Figure 100. A play within the play: "In a dream..." Photo credit: Emilia Lloret. 

Figure 101. The Young Man mocks the ghosts after their speech. Photo credit: Emilia Lloret. 
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The fourth performance element that needs to be elaborated on based on the list of focus areas 

is the travel song, which we, from the first exploratory session onwards, referred to as the 

marching song. The name is self-explanatory: with our interpretation, both in music and 

choreographic arrangement, we tried to grasp the inherent duality of the piece, embodying both 

its soft, dream-like quality and its heavy, war-ridden undertones. Knowing the song’s generic 

and symbolic complexity, it was not surprising that it was in this part of the performance where 

the topos formulas of the spiral and the triangle gained most of their significance.226 Although 

the spirally pathway embodied by the audience contributed to the dramatic action for the whole 

duration of the performance, it was designed in a way to be brought to its full potential in the 

marching song. For their journey up the hill, the three players stepped out from the central 

circle, and took the “narrow winding way up” the mountain, similarly to the way Yeats 

described their ascent in his earliest draft of the play. To highlight the spiral’s dynamism, Sarah 

designed its lighting in a way that a subtle light would fall on the part where the players were 

treading on. The spiral’s dynamic lighting made some audience members sitting nearby visible, 

thus bringing them closer to the action. This lighting solution again resembled Artaud’s ideal 

spatial arrangement, where light falls upon “the public as much as upon the actors.” 

 

Figure 102. The players among the audience. In the narrower sections the triangle formation had to be broken to 

make sure an easy passage on the pathway. 

 

                                                           
226The topos formula of the labyrinth, apart from its integration into Kashi’s mask-making process, did not play 

a major role in the development of the production. A possible reason for this is that the labyrinth, being an 

embodiment of free, multi-directional, and at the same time often hesitant or aimless moves was not compatible 

with the rigorously structured movement patterns of the ghosts’ mini-choreographies. In our interpretation, the 

ghosts, regardless of their weaknesses and eventual vulnerability and dependence on the Young Man, had a 

good knowledge of the space they were moving in, which made the exploitation of labyrinthine movement 

patterns in their case unfounded. 

 



Chapter Two: The Dreaming of the Bones 

 

143 

 

For the choreography of the marching song, we followed two main organising principles: the 

topos formula of the triangle and repetition. Our initial choreographic explorations with 

moving together as one block showed us that a triangular arrangement of bodies during the 

march was most practical, as it allowed for the formation of different variations of the play’s 

triangle-like relationships, consisting of one leader and two followers. The principle of 

repetition was an obvious choice because of the song’s march-like rhythmic pattern, and the 

play’s overall reliance on recurring elements.227 Following this formula, the players did three 

full circles among the audience, changing leaders for each round.  

Similarly to the choreography for the 1931 performance, the moves employed here were 

highly stylised, and were executed with some variety in their tempo and quality. Each round 

had its own walking pattern, based on three different styles we developed during our rehearsal 

process. The two gestures we used repetitively in each round were a head move signifying the 

presence of the “cat headed bird”, and a movement of the arms that Jérémie devised in the 

development phase for the concept of “dream”. The bird-motive also had three variations: a 

head-move looking up, another one looking out at eye-level, and a third one looking down. The 

changing spatial focus for this gesture was highly important, as it marked the position of the 

bird in the playing space in relation to the three characters, visualising the players’ ascent. The 

recurring gesture for dream had more complex, symbolic connotations. Besides its overall 

movement-quality of softness and fluidity, its simultaneous use with the song’s refrain (“Red 

bird of march…”) and its repeated application at the line “remembering and remembering” 

evoked a sense of futility, reminding the audience of the ever-recurring patterns of the cycles 

of history and human life. 

  

                                                           
227 Among the many repetitions in the play, most of them happen three times. Some examples for this are: three 

stanzas of the marching song with the refrain and the bird-reference repeated three times; the Young Man’s 

rejection of the ghosts (“never, never shall Diarmuid and Dervorgilla be forgiven”) uttered three times; the 

Young Girl’s phrase “being accursed” spoken three times etc. 

Figure 103. The players fix the position of the bird upstage left with their head move in the third circle. 
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The next performance-element that needs to be analysed in the light of production outcomes is 

the conscious reliance on the simultaneity of action and narration. Based on the scrutiny of the 

play’s manuscript materials and on my previous analyses of the script, my hypothesis was that 

this dramaturgical tool would only be explored and tested in actual performance in the context 

of the dance sequence. However, during the eight weeks of rehearsals I had to realise that the 

whole concept of my own choreographic approach was based on the same dramaturgical 

principle: we explored, rehearsed, and performed the text of the play together with its assigned 

movement sequences, even in those cases where gestures had to be internalised almost to the 

full. Hence, we can claim that the full production of The Dreaming of the Bones was, in a way, 

a manifestation of the simultaneity of action and narration. 

As far as the composition of the dance sequence is concerned, in accordance with my 

principles of a choreographic approach, I consciously went against those views that considered 

the parallel application of movement and poetic commentary as a weakness of Yeats’s 

dramaturgy. Only within two months after the staging of our production, I encountered two of 

such dismissive opinions from fellow theatre-practitioners, whose claims I would like to briefly 

react to in the light of my own production outcomes. Following his talk at the annual conference 

of the International Yeats Society in Paris in December 2019, Pierre Longuenesse referred to 

the final dance sequence of The Dreaming of the Bones as an unnecessary performance element 

beside the Young Man’s concluding monologue, and argued that since the ghosts’ dance “only 

happens in the mind of the Young Man”, it does not have to be staged at all.228 One month 

later, Niall Henry phrased a similar opinion, stating that in performance, the proportions of 

dance and narration might have to be modified compared to Yeats’s original plan for their 

composition, and referred to The Dreaming of the Bones as a generally “overwritten play”.229 

Based on my practical experience with, and audience responses to, the conscious exploitation 

                                                           
228 Pierre Longuenesse, presentation, Annual Conference of the International Yeats Society, Paris, 12 December 

2019. 
229 Niall Henry, private conversation, 22 January 2020, Sligo. 

Figure 104. The gesture for "dream" in the first circle. 
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of the simultaneity of action and narration in this particular scene, I argue that the staging of 

the ghosts’ dance, as it is suggested by the play text, is a prime necessity of the play’s 

production, and that giving both performance elements the same dramaturgical emphasis is 

needed to reach the scene’s full dramatic effect.  

In my interpretation, the play asks one question at the end: should Diarmuid and 

Dervorgilla be forgiven? Although the question in the narrative of the play is addressed to the 

Young Man, it actually requires an answer from the audience. The task of any performance of 

the play is to present the case of the treacherous lovers in its full complexity, and confront it 

with the Young Man’s inquiries and contrastive argumentation. The ghosts’ sin, and their 

ultimate verdict is clearly communicated through the words of the Young Man. However, in 

the absence of the visualisation of their dance, the ghosts’ plea, which is the actual trigger of 

the play’s dramatic action, is dismissed, even before its hearing. It is their eternal and 

overwhelming love that the two spirits present in their defence, which, according to Yeats, 

should be communicated through the only appropriate language for its expression: through the 

language of the body. 

Hence, in our production, the aim of the final dance was to present something beautiful, 

both by means of choreography and music. With this interpretation we wanted to balance out 

the overwhelming beauty of the Young Man’s monologue with a movement sequence of equal 

poetic intensity, to exploit both means of expression (action and narration) to their full capacity, 

and to ensure that all characters are shown according to the full scale of their emotional 

complexity. Without the beauty of the dance, the ghosts’ previous attitudes of pride, mischief, 

and longing would have lacked purpose and psychological foundation, and the changes in the 

Young Man’s tone from puzzled and hostile to that of wonder and awe would have been equally 

unfounded. It was through the beauty of the ghosts’ moves that the Young Man’s crisis, the 

“terrible temptation” could become real, both for the players and for the audience. 
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Figures 105 and 106 (below). Production shots of the dance sequence. 
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Although I had not considered the closing song as one of the most important focus areas at the 

beginning of the project, I would like to devote a few sentences to it as the last aspect of my 

summary of production outcomes. The reason for this is the high number of questions and 

comments we received regarding our ending both at our official Q&A session on 10 November 

and in private conversations. Most of the remarks addressed our decision to emphasise the 

play’s open-endedness, and its modal change from an atmosphere of resignation and loss to 

that of hope and anticipation. In full agreement with Ákos, and in accordance with Yeats’s 

preference in ending his poetic compositions with a question, the closing song, in our 

interpretation, instead of making a statement, was presented as an open-ended inquiry. Its first 

part (markedly separated from the second in the play text with a number) gave voice to the 

irrevocable losses of the Rising (“a man is lost of a sudden”), while the second brought in the 

theme of the marching song again, and with it the ambiguous air of the new era that was about 

to begin. The singers concluded the performance with a tonal modulation from minor to major 

key, and with the re-enactment of the stylised arm-movement for “dream”, initiating another, 

possibly more positive cycle that was born out of the “terrible beauty” of war. The more 

positive tone of the closing song brought forward the possibility of interpreting the play’s 

ending not as the complete failure of the ghosts, but as a serene poetic vision for the hope in 

change.  

Figure 107. The singers perform the gesture for "dream" for the last line of the closing song. 
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CHAPTER THREE: THE ONLY JEALOUSY OF EMER 

 

THE COMPOSITION OF THE ONLY JEALOUSY OF EMER 

The genealogy of the play text for The Only Jealousy of Emer is undoubtedly the most complex 

of the four writing processes discussed in this dissertation. Its unique position within the 

compositional history of dance plays stems from the fact that even though the play’s first 

publications in 1919 preceded its first stage productions, which took place in the Netherlands 

between 1922 and 1926, and in Ireland in 1926, its textual development did not conclude with 

its initial printings, but spiralled though successive revisions in the 1920s and 1930s.  

Following its publications in the collection of Two Plays for Dancers and in the American 

periodical Poetry in January 1919, the play was reprinted twice: first in Four Plays for Dancers 

in 1921, and then in the Collected Plays in 1934. The Only Jealousy is also the only work in 

Yeats’s dramatic oeuvre that was reworked into a ballet, called Fighting the Waves, which was 

both written for and performed on the Abbey stage in Dublin in 1929.1 The practical experience 

of supervising the staging of both versions of the play made Yeats rework the original text 

substantially for its appearance in the Collected Plays.  

 Based on the above, this section of the dissertation discusses the development of the 

play text from the start of its composition in November 1917 until its last publication in 

Collected Plays in 1934. In agreement with Steven Winnett, the editor of the Cornell 

manuscript series who considers Fighting the Waves an “integral part of the history of Yeats’s 

composition and revision of The Only Jealousy of Emer”, the dissertation investigates relevant 

materials from the genesis of both plays, considering the development of the former as part of 

the composition of the latter.2 The textual development of The Only Jealousy of Emer was, in 

many ways, similar to the compositional process of At the Hawk’s Well, as the first productions 

of the original play and its ballet version greatly affected the genesis of the play’s text, and also 

had a significant impact on Yeats’s evolving dramaturgical techniques. What makes the 

development of Yeats’s third dance drama different from, and slightly more complicated, than 

the first is that its world premiere was staged without Yeats’s supervision, and in fact, without 

his awareness, by the Dutch actor-director, Albert van Daslum. Still, there are traces of 

influence of the play’s Dutch productions (which fascinated Yeats after he eventually found 

out about them) on the play’s revised versions, which suggest that Yeats not only relied on his 

own practical experiences in The Only Jealousy of Emer’s composition, but also incorporated 

elements from the creative processes of his fellow theatre-makers. The below analysis attempts 

to highlight these interdisciplinary and cross-cultural links between stage practice and textual 

composition in the genesis of Yeats’s third dance drama, and demonstrate how the interplay of 

overlapping or succeeding creative processes furthered the development of the genre of the 

dance play. 

                                                           
1 The generic categorisation of the play is difficult, as the piece includes dialogue and narrative dancing. I rely 

here on the definition of the Abbey Theatre, where the play was described as a “ballet-play” in the playbill. 

Source document: Fighting the Waves, 13 Aug 1929 [programme], 3281_MPG_01, p4. Abbey Theatre Digital 

Archive,  
2 Yeats, The Only Jealousy of Emer and Fighting the Waves: Manuscript Materials, ed. Steven Winnett, xxv-

xxvi. 
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The materials that this section discusses are the following: extant manuscripts, 

typescripts and prompt scripts of The Only Jealousy of Emer and Fighting the Waves, and 

accessible written and audio-visual sources of their productions between 1919 and 1934. These 

source materials are analysed in four groups: the first group contains the first sequence of 

manuscripts [found in NLI 8774 (8, 9, 10, 11, 12, 13, 14, 15, 16, 19, 20, 22), and Harvard] and 

two typescripts [in NLI 8774 (21) and NLI 30,873)] for The Only Jealousy of Emer, with a date 

range for their composition from November 1917 until January 1919. The second group 

includes materials on the Dutch productions of The Only Jealousy of Emer staged in 1922, 

1923, 1924 and 1926, and on its first Irish performance in the Abbey Theatre in 1926. The third 

group consist of manuscript fragments and two typescripts of Fighting the Waves from 1929 

[found in NLI 30,492, NLI 8774 (5 and 6)], and a prompt script (found in the Abbey Digital 

Archives) from the same year. Materials in the fourth group contain the most important 

revisions made in the text after the performance of Fighting the Waves had taken place. These 

are based on manuscripts and typescripts found in NLI 8774 (17 and 18). Due to the large 

amount of materials, the sequence of composition in the first group is further divided into three 

phases in an attempt to keep the broader chronological outline for the process. The first phase 

comprises the text’s development from its very first draft fragments [NLI 8774(9)] until its first 

complete draft [NLI 8774(13)], the second phase summarises the revisions of the first complete 

draft until but not including the second complete draft [NLI 8774(14,16) and Harvard]. The 

third phase investigates the development of the second complete draft and its successive 

versions until the text’s first publications. Within each phase, textual additions and revisions 

are discussed in thematic division.  

  

The First Group of Materials 

The First Phase of the Composition: Until the First Complete Draft 

Similarly to the working method applied for his two previous dance plays, Yeats started the 

writing process with sketching the play’s basic spatial relations in the first draft. In the first 

phase of the composition, he already provided detailed descriptions of the location and spatial 

arrangement of the dramatic action, which, according to NLI 8774(9), takes place in 

“Cuchulain’s famous house” in “Dundalga”.3 In the opening scene, the chorus describes a dark, 

smoky room interior that connects to the outside world through an open door, which overlooks 

the “shining bitter sea”.4 Cuchulain is lying on his deathbed “deadly swoon”, lingering between 

life and death.5 There are two women around him: his wife, Emer, “bowed at his feet”, and his 

lover, Eithne Inguba, who enters “through the open door” during the chorus’s opening speech.6  

If we compare this initial description of the play’s opening scene with the ones Yeats 

drafted for his previous dance plays, we can see its immediate resemblance to The Dreaming 

of the Bones in terms of its specificity for location. The precise geographical definition that 

places the narrative in Dundalga serves the same purpose in Yeats’s dramaturgy as locating 

                                                           
3 NLI 8774(9), 1r. 
4 NLI 8774(9), 1v. 
5 NLI 8774(9), 1r. 
6 Ibid. 
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Dermuid and Dervorgilla’s story initially in the Wicklow Mountains, then in the Burren at 

Corcomroe Abbey, which is to embed the play’s action in the space-map of Ireland’s cultural 

history. The town that is now Dundalk is often referred to as the “chief ancestral residence of 

Cuchulain” in Irish mythology, and has a longstanding tradition of cultural and literary 

engagement with the figure of Cuchulain, his life and his legendary deeds.7  

An interesting addition to this cultural-geographical link is that “Cuchulain’s ancient 

house” that Yeats mentions in his first script actually exists: it is a historic site referred to by 

the names of Cuchulain’s Castle, Dun Delga, or Castletown Mount, located in the western 

outskirts of Dundalk, approximately 3.5 kilometres away from the town’s current city centre. 

Its present-day form dates back to the twelfth and thirteenth centuries, but the cultural and 

historical significance of the site goes back to the Bronze Age.8 Cuchulain’s direct link to the 

place comes from the early Irish epic Táin Bó Cúailnge, in which it is mentioned as his 

birthplace.9 Today, Cuchulain’s Castle consists of a large flat-topped mound, encircled by a 

wide deep fosse.10 As a latest development of the structure, a stone-built tower was constructed 

on top of the mound in the eighteenth-century, which, interestingly, bears a lot of architectural 

similarities with Yeats’s very own tower, Thoor Ballylee in Gort. Since its reconstruction in 

1780, the castle can only be approached via a spiralling pathway leading up the mound. Both 

the mythological significance and the highly symbolic and strangely Yeatsian design of the 

present-day site could have inspired the playwright in envisioning the spatial relations for The 

Only Jealousy of Emer. Whether or not Yeats knew about this particular place in Dundalk, his 

intention to link the play’s narrative to an established location of the personal history of the 

mythological figure of Cuchulain is evident. 

                                                           
7 O’Curry, Atlantis I, 376. 
8 Gosling, Dun Delca to Dundalk, 253-263. 
9 References to this connection are indicated in Joseph’s Dunn’s translation of the epic in The Ancient Irish Epic 

Tale, 108, 132. A more detailed commentary to the mythological link is provided in: Tempest, Dun Dealgan: 

Cuchulain’s Home Fort. 
10 A detailed description and an insightful visual demonstration of the castle’s structure and its changes through 

the centuries can be found at: http://www.askaboutireland.ie/reading-room/environment-geography/physical-

landscape/louth-louthiana/louthiana-archaeological-/castletown-dundalk-cuchul/ 

Figure 108. Cuchulain's Castle or Castletown Mount around 1905. Source: askaboutireland.ie 

http://www.askaboutireland.ie/reading-room/environment-geography/physical-landscape/louth-louthiana/louthiana-archaeological-/castletown-dundalk-cuchul/
http://www.askaboutireland.ie/reading-room/environment-geography/physical-landscape/louth-louthiana/louthiana-archaeological-/castletown-dundalk-cuchul/
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  Figure 109. Sketch of the Castle’s spirally structure. Source: askaboutireland.ie 

Figure 110. Cuchulain's Castle in 2017. Picture credit: Melinda Szuts 
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Another reason why Yeats defines the play’s setting in the area of Dundalga is to establish a 

direct link with its narrative antecedent, his other Cuchulain play that dramatised the initial act 

of Cuchulain’s personal tragedy. In On Baile’s Strand the great hero unknowingly slays his 

own son, then in desperate fury, rages against the “deathless sea”. In the first draft of The Only 

Jealousy of Emer, Emer’s initial speech to Eithne explains that Cuchulan met his son in that 

“very room”, and adds that “through sudden anger or hostility / He drove him out & killed him 

on the shore.”11 From this, the audience would learn that the sea shore “behind the open door” 

is the same location where the terrible deed of filicide had happened, and, if they know Yeats’s 

previous play, could easily identify it as the actual site of Baile’s strand. 

 This further specification of the location here is doubly important, as it not only embeds 

the story in the space-map of the Yeatsian dramatic oeuvre, but attempts to evoke an entire web 

of symbolic connotations in the audience, which are all based on the site’s rich history in Irish 

mythology. Baile’s strand is most commonly associated with two narratives:  the legend of 

Baile and Aillin, from which the site originally gained its name, and the love story of Fand and 

Cuchulain, which served as source material for Yeats in this particular play. According to the 

account of the Baile and Aillin’s story in Lady Gregory’s Cuchulain of Muirthemne, Baile, the 

heir of Ulster, died of sorrow on the shore because of hearing the news of the death of his love, 

Aillin, whom he was supposed to meet there.12 Soon after he was buried on the strand, a yew 

tree grew out of his grave in the likeness of his beloved, which became a symbol for his lost 

love. The “Yew at the strand” features in the legend about Fand and Cuchulain too, who, 

according to Yeats’s own commentary, “made a promise to meet there”, and to say goodbye to 

each other forever after having spent a month together in the “country of the gods.”13 In both 

narratives, the sea shore is introduced as a place of possible reunion, which eventually becomes 

the setting for parting and loss. Yeats’s fascination with the place and his interest in exploiting 

its symbolic connotations is apparent: he adapted both narratives into poetic form in The Secret 

Rose (1899) and in Baile and Aillin (1901) respectively, and turned back to the material with 

the attempt of reworking it into a different genre in On Baile’s Strand and The Only Jealousy 

of Emer. 

 Despite his initial aim to make the play’s spatial references specific and thus easily 

identifiable for Irish audiences in the first drafts [NLI 8774(9, 10 and 11)], Yeats’s later 

revisions in the first phase of the play’s composition show a tendency to make the text more 

ambiguous about where exactly the narrative is taking place. Similarly to his working method 

in At the Hawk’s Well, the playwright gradually removes references from the text that would 

identify the location as a specific place: in NLI 8774(13), phrases relating to Dundalga or 

Cuchulain’s house are cut entirely, or are replaced by different variations of the more general 

place of the “fisher’s house”.14 Displacing the narrative from the ancestral residence of 

Cuchulain to any poor fisherman’s home immediately sets a different atmosphere to the play, 

and foregrounds the gradual change the representation of Cuchulain is going to undergo in later 

phases of the composition. The modification of the location serves another purpose too, which 

                                                           
11 NLI 8774(9), 1v. 
12 Gregory, Cuchulain of Muirthemne, 305. 
13 Yeats, “Away,” The Collected Works of W. B. Yeats Vol. X., 79. 
14 NLI 8774(13), 1r. 
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is to move the narrative away from particularisation in space dramaturgy, in order to call the 

audience’s attention to the universal and symbolic qualities of its settings. Similarly to his 

method in At the Hawk’s Well, in the reworked narrative, instead of highlighting the play’s 

embeddedness in the space-world of Irish mythology by references to specific places, Yeats 

describes with most elaborate poetic images the type of place where the action is about to 

unfold.  

In NLI 8774(13), the descriptions of the room where Cuchulain’s body is attended by 

the two women are amended with imagery related to fishing, and with phrases that accentuate 

its physical closeness to the sea. We learn that even though the fisher’s house is an enclosed 

space, it is in continuous engagement with the outside world: the sea wind is constantly 

“blowing through the open door”, intruding from “under the threshold”, or “shudder[ing] upon 

the table”.15 Similarly to his settings envisioned for At the Hawk’s Well and The Dreaming of 

the Bones, Yeats once again chooses a liminal space to accommodate his story. However, in 

The Only Jealousy of Emer, instead of the vertically open mountain-top, it is the horizontal 

dynamics of the fisher’s house on the seashore that gives space for possible interactions 

between the tangible world and the supernatural. The arrangement of the playing space in itself 

is aimed at visualising the possibility of spiritual border-crossing, and with its double potential 

for exclusion and intrusion, establishes the basic conditions for a space dramaturgy that builds 

upon contrast. 

This setting foreshadows the intrusion of the supernatural into the house, which, 

according to Nicholas Grene, is an important trope in twentieth century Irish drama. Grene 

defines the intrusion as “the stranger-in-the-house” trope, which he describes as follows: “[…] 

there is a room within a house, a family in the room, who together stand in for normality, for 

ordinary familiar life; into that room enters a stranger, and the intrusion of that extrinsic, 

extraordinary figure alters, potentially transforms the scene.” Grene gives several examples for 

the use of the trope (including Synge’s The Shadow of the Glen (1903), Douglas Hyde’s 

Casadh an tSúgáin (1901), Lady Gregory’s The Travelling Man (1910), and Yeats and 

Gregory’s Cathleen Ni Houlihan (1905). The list could be extended with Yeats’s The Land of 

Heart’s Desire (1984), which dramatises the intrusion of the Faery Child into the family home, 

and indeed with The Only Jealousy of Emer, where, in the second part of the play, Fand intrudes 

the fisher’s house.16 In Mapping Irish Theatre, Morash and Richards underline Grene’s 

argument by claiming that the spatial context that allows for, and in a way evokes, such 

intrusions is the “enclosed and bounded” stage space of realism, where the presence of the 

supernatural can only be referred to by verbal means or by such spatial signifiers as open doors 

or thresholds. Morash and Richards define realistic stage sets as places where “there would 

always be more than could be seen”, and summarise the “defining features of Irish theatre space 

in the first half of the twentieth century” as having a constant “tension between this utopian 

offstage space and the constraints of a visible onstage space.”17 Although the stage space that 

Yeats outlines for The Only Jealousy of Emer in his first draft does not follow the rules of 

                                                           
15 NLI 8774(13), 1r.  
16 Grene, The Politics of Irish Drama, 52. 
17 Morash and Richards, Mapping Irish Theatre, 20-21. 
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realistic set design, it does bear certain important similarities with the spatial character of 

traditional Irish stage spaces, which will be discussed in more detail in the analysis below. 

In the first full draft of the play, another possessive structure appears in the text in 

relation to the house. The chorus in their opening passage refer to the place as “Emer’s house”, 

before they mention it again as “the poor fisher’s house.”18 This possessive is cut in later 

versions, and is not included in the printed script either. Yet, its insertion in the first phase of 

the play’s composition deserves mentioning, as it marks an important shift in Yeats’s approach 

towards the character of Emer and her role in the dramatic action. The phrasing of the chorus’s 

opening speech in this version provides an uncomfortably honest characterisation of Cuchulain 

and his wife, and their relationship in the play: 

 

For this is Emers house & on a bed 

[…] 

They have laid that violent amorous man 

Her faithless husband renowned Cuchullain19 

 

Yeats introduces his male protagonist with his usual adjective-attributes (violent, renowned, 

amorous), but inserts an additional one (faithless) amidst the praise that calls our attention to 

his infidelity. Moreover, in full contrast to his verbal introduction, the hero is first seen “laid” 

down on a bed, “swooning”, condemned to total passivity. Emer, on the other hand, is presented 

as the owner of the house where her husband is exposed, which, juxtaposed with Cuchulain’s 

non-conventional characterisation, presupposes an unusually female-oriented focus in the 

dramatisation of the plot. The prioritisation of Emer’s perspective in the re-telling of the love 

story of Cuchulain is a highly important aspect in Yeats’s dramaturgy, which will be discussed 

further both in relation to the genesis of the text and the process of its staging. 

 In the same draft, there are two more textual revisions that need to be discussed in 

relation to the location. Emer, in her first long speech where she recounts the tragic happenings 

that led to Cuchulain’s breakdown mentions that her husband’s meeting with his son took place 

“in the assembly house”, and not in the fisher’s house.20 She also adds that the murder itself 

happened “on the shore at Baile’s tree”, and describes how “the waves washed him up before 

this door.”21 This version of the speech in NLI 8774(13) contains all those references to location 

that will eventually be included in the published script. The setting is defined as any fisher’s 

house somewhere near the area of Dundalga, in close proximity to Baile’s strand. This way, 

the connection to Yeats’s previous Cuchulain play is maintained, a vague reference to the 

mythological significance of the setting is made, but the text’s overall aim is to describe the 

characteristics and spatial arrangement of the liminal space of the fisher’s house. 

In the first phase of the text’s composition, there is another important element of Yeats’s 

space dramaturgy that requires in-depth analysis. Besides his constant engagement with 

revising and restructuring the play’s references to its location, the playwright was consciously 

focused on grounding the working mechanism for a dramaturgical system in which actors’ 

                                                           
18 NLI 8774(13), 1r, 1v. 
19 Emphasis mine. NLI 8774(13), 1r. 
20 NLI 8774(13), 3r. 
21 Ibid. 
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placement and stage movement could gain as much importance as words themselves. Yeats’s 

aim to enable his play texts for a choreographic meaning-making was evident in both of his 

previous working processes. In At the Hawk’s Well, this was achieved by adding stage 

instructions and textually embedded references to actors’ proxemic relations, and in The 

Dreaming of the Bones by inscribing topos formulas and miniature choreographies into the 

play’s textual design. With The Only Jealousy of Emer, Yeats first returned to the technique he 

started to explore in his first dance play, which was to use actors’ positions, proximity, and 

place changes to create meaning in performance. There is a noticeable development in Yeats’s 

dramaturgical skills in this regard: whereas in At the Hawk’s Well the use of proxemics and 

stage placement gained importance relatively late in the play’s composition, after the play’s 

practical exploration in real space, in the development of The Only Jealousy of Emer there are 

clear attempts for considering these tools already at the beginning of the writing process. This 

development in Yeats’s space dramaturgy is the demonstrable inheritance of his practice-based 

compositional approach. 

The profound precision with which Yeats described the spatial arrangement of the room 

and the characters’ positions within it in his first drafts was already mentioned. The initial set-

up of the opening scene, presenting Cuchulain lying on a bed with Emer “bowed at his feet”, 

joined by Eithne Inguba with the “open door” and the “shining bitter sea” behind her, forms 

the basis of a dramaturgical system that Yeats develops in later phases of the composition, by 

further exploiting those tools that he discovered in the first staging of At the Hawk’s Well. In 

my analysis, I will be referring to this dramaturgical device as the play’s visual referential 

system.  

The idea of the visual referential system is another feature of space dramaturgy that 

Yeats inherited from the performance traditions of the Japanese Noh. In the analysis on At the 

Hawk’s Well, I discussed how the spatial arrangement of the Noh and the Kabuki stages 

influenced Yeats in the positioning of his actors in performance, and how the architecture of 

these venues indirectly affected the design of the Peacock stage.22 In reference to one of the 

factual evidences supporting the above, I highlighted Yeats’s engagement with photographs of 

Japanese stages and players in performance, which proved that he was not only interested in 

the performance theory and ethos of Japanese theatre making, but had a basic knowledge on 

its practical applications as well.23 Based on these findings, we can assume that Yeats had an 

understanding of the symbolic functions of the Noh stage, and that he adapted aspects of its 

use to his dramaturgical composition for The Only Jealousy of Emer. 

As I noted earlier in my discussion on At the Hawk’s Well, in the Noh, every place, 

every area and every direction in the playing space has a distinct symbolic meaning, which 

makes stage movement and placement contribute largely to the overall meaning-making 

process of performances. The Noh stage itself for long centuries has provided a visual 

referential system for all plays performed on it, because tradition defined and maintained those 

meanings which were rendered to its certain parts.24 In sharp contrast to his theory about writing 

                                                           
22 See the discussion in the First Chapter, on pages 60-64. 
23 These pictures can be found in the folders of NLI 40,585 and NLI 4,586, and are discussed on page 46 in 

Chapter One. 
24 Nogami, Japanese Noh Plays, 15-20. 
24 NLI 8774(9), 5v. 
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for an empty, dramaturgically neutral space, in The Only Jealousy of Emer, following the basic 

principles of the Japanese model, Yeats attempted to endow his intended playing area with a 

similar symbolic quality, to enhance the text’s visual meaning-making potential. Lacking such 

a culturally pre-defined symbolic structure as the Noh stage, Yeats had to create his own 

referential system, which he achieved with the use of poetic imagery. 

The visual referential system of The Only Jealousy of Emer builds upon three-level 

associations.25 Firstly, Yeats uses personal space imageries to introduce his characters, which 

is a tool of the dance plays’ space dramaturgy that Yeats has used from the earliest phases of 

their composition.26 It is based on connecting dramatis personae with places or types of spaces 

that are representative of their character. When these connections are established through the 

conscious and consistent use of poetic devices, Yeats renders a specific position to characters’ 

abstract spaces within the intended playing space, either by verbal means or by stage 

movement. When all three steps in the chain of associations (character  abstract space  

definite position) are made, characters eventually acquire a place of their own within the 

playing space, just like on the Noh stage.27  These positions then could be used as visual points 

of reference to express motivation, conflict and constantly changing personal relations as 

players move around and among them. 

In the first phase of the composition, the first example of this kind of Yeatsian place-

making is the definition of the sea as the dwelling place of supernatural beings. There are 

several instances in the text where Yeats refers to the domains of the Sidhe as “the country 

under wave”28 to connect the creatures of the supernatural to the element of water.29 The 

opening speech of the chorus immediately locates the sea in the playing space “behind the open 

door.”30 Although neither the sea, nor the door itself as a physical object is expected to be 

visualised in performance, the place of the door gains special significance with this reference, 

and requires spatial coordinates in the playing area. In the first phase of the composition, Yeats 

gives no instructions on where this position should be. However, if we consider the layout of 

the traditional Irish kitchen sets of Yeats’s previous plays still written in the realistic tradition, 

or that of the other realistic plays the Abbey was showing at the time, it likely that he imagined 

the arrangement of his interior design somewhat similarly, and envisioned the door somewhere 

in the upstage area. Morash and Richards describe this traditional setting of an Irish stage space 

as follows: “[…] as the twentieth century went on, the realism of the Abbey’s first decade 

became increasingly refined as the expression of a period that produced a stable ‘certain’ Irish 

                                                           
25 An earlier version of the below analysis was published in an article format. See: Szuts, “Yeats the 

Choreographer.” 
26 Yeats introduced this technique in the composition of At the Hawk’s Well. The process is described in Chapter 

One, on pages 38-39. 
27 I relied on a similar dramaturgical method in my staging of At the Hawk’s Well, which is described in the first 

chapter of this dissertation, on page 69. 
28 “The holy flocks in the country under waves” [NLI 8774(9), 3r], “It may be, there in the country under waves 

/ That he will know, and break away from the enchantment” [NLI 8774(9), 4r], “From country under waves / 

She has run hither” [NLI 8774(11), 9r] etc. 
29 Another natural element mentioned in relation to the fairy world is the wind that blows constantly from the 

direction of the sea, which is the same characterisation that Yeats used in At the Hawk’s Well in NLI 8774(9) 1r. 
30 NLI 8774(9), 1v. 
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space. We could understand this space – bounded within four walls, but always with a door 

opening to an unseen offstage – by looking at any number of plays of that period […].”31 

 

                                                           
31 Morash and Richards, Mapping Irish Theatre, 52. 

Figure 112. Typical Irish kitchen set with an upstage door opening to the outside world. Designed for Lady 

Gregory & W. B. Yeats's Cathleen Ni Houlihan, 1904, Abbey Theatre. Source: Fitz-Simon, The Abbey Theatre, 

23. 

 

Figure 111. Kitchen set with an upstage door, designed for Lady Gregory's Twenty-Five. Source: Fitz-Simon, 

The Abbey Theatre, 25. 
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Regardless of where exactly the door’s position is in the opening scene of The Only Jealousy 

of Emer, with the chorus’s opening narration it becomes endowed with symbolic meaning, and 

as the play’s first visual point of reference, starts to function as the spatial substitute for the 

fairy-world. 

To make this symbolic connection more apparent, and to enhance the evolving spatial 

contrast between the outside and the inside world divided and connected by the door, Yeats 

inserts a few lines and an instruction for stage movement to Eithne Inguba’s speech which she 

delivers after their initial attempts to call Cuchulain back to life: 

 

EITHNE INGUBA. 

But cover up his face, or turn it away 

From that 

From where the sea cries out, and I will cry [to] 

Cuchulain again and cry it while I have breath 

And may be he will hear.  

(They cover up his face & turn him away)32 

Both Eithe Inguba’s words and the movements that follow them call the audience’s attention 

to the threat that comes from the sea’s direction, and mark that area in the theatre space as 

potentially dangerous.33 The action of covering and turning Cuchulain’s face away from the 

direction of the sea in later drafts is initiated by Emer, and is amended with a half-sentence that 

aims to provide further explanation why this movement is necessary. In NLI 8774 (9), Emer’s 

move is accompanied with the following words: “I’ll cover up his face & hide the sea / It’s 

from the sea that enchantment comes.”34 

 With this move, Yeats creates a bipolar stage space, where one side of the playing area 

is associated with the safe environment of the family home, and the other with unrest, danger, 

and death.35 It is important to mention that the experimentation with such division of the stage 

space is not new for Yeats, as the final dance sequence in the Abbey’s production of The 

Dreaming of the Bones explored something very similar.36 

In the first scene, the already established dichotomy between the area of the Sidhe and 

the domain of the living is further divided by another spatial point of reference, which is defined 

textually and fixed in actual space after the allocation of the door. When Cuchulain’s face is 

already covered and turned away from the sea, the text provides a description of an area that is 

between the two opposing sides of the playing space. This area, the place around the bed, is 

                                                           
 
33 Yeats’s uses of space here is a good example for the argument formulated by Morash and Richards, in which 

they claim that “in Irish drama, the offstage world […] is often the enticing but frightening alternative to the 

comfortable, but often stultifying, […] domestic space. Morash and Richards, Mapping Irish Theatre, 37. 
34 NLI 8774(11), 11r. 
35 The familiar and protective nature of the house and the family home is a well-established idea in 

psychological and philosophical approaches to spatial theory as well. One of the foundational theorisations of 

the concept comes from Bachelard, who describes the house as a “cradle” and an ultimate shelter from “the 

storms of heavens and through those of life.” He writes: “[The house] is body and soul. It is the human being’s 

first world. Before he is cast into the world, as claimed by certain hasty metaphysics, man is laid in the cradle of 

the house. And always, in our daydreams, the house is a large cradle. […] Life begins well, it begins enclosed, 

protected, all warm in the bosom of the house.” Bachelard, The Poetics of Space, 7. 
36 See the discussion on the performance in Chapter Two, on pages 113-115.  
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also associated with a character, and starts to function as its personal, symbolic attribute. In 

NLI 8774(9), the chorus calls our attention to an entity that dwells in between life and death, 

between the world of the Sidhe and the dimension of the living: 

 

Chorus. 

Now 

He wakes 

[…] There’s something nearer than the sea 

[…] – it is so near 

That though I can but hear it in my flesh 

It makes my hair stand up 

There’s something, standing between me & him 

[…] Between us & the bed37  

 

This speech, as soon discovered from the text, is about the Figure of Cuchulain, the evil spirit 

who has come to possess Cuchulain’s body and take his place on the bed. In itself a liminal 

creature, the spirit is aptly described in spatial terms: it is “nearer than the sea”, dwelling 

“between” the women and the bed.38 With the appearance of Bricriu (the name Yeats uses for 

the spirit in later drafts), the liminal space around the bed becomes the second fixed point of 

reference within the playing area. It is important to note that the bed is the only place in the 

intended paying space that Yeats, in a later phase of the writing process, instructs to be 

visualised by physical means as well, which highlights its dramaturgical significance. 

For the call of Emer, the Figure of Cuchulain slowly begins to move, “throws the covers 

from his face” and “sits up with his face away.”39 As Emer asks him to “turn to life”, Eithne 

Inguba is instructed to move away from the area around the bed, and then leave the playing 

space. The reason for this is that unlike Emer, Eithne does not gain access to the domain of the 

supernatural, which opens up for Emer through Briciru’s mediation. From the stage directions 

found in NLI8774 (9) we learn that Yeats imagined the double move of Eithne Inguba’s exit 

and Bricriu’s appearance as accompanied by music, and that he revised both the movement 

itself and its musical accompaniment to become longer.40 The spatial and temporal extension 

of the movement sequence indicates Yeats’s intention to give more dramatic weight to the 

change that comes about with the intrusion of the fairy-folk into the house.  

Bricriu’s appearance is soon followed by the entry of two new characters: the Ghost of 

Cuchulain (in the early drafts simply called Cuchulain) and the Woman of the Sidhe (here 

called Fand). With the intervention of the supernatural, the initial spatial dynamics of the 

playing space changes drastically. Although the bed remains an important visual point of 

reference in the second half of the play as well, and its importance only grows in later drafts, 

the bipolar balance of the playing space becomes out of joint. The world of the Sidhe, which 

                                                           
37 NLI 8774(9), 6r. 
38 Ibid. 
39 NLI 8774(9), 6v. 
40 NLI 8774(9), 7r. In the revised version, Eithne Inguba exits later, and the chorus is instructed to sing “half a 

dozen lines” during her leave. 
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up until this point was signified with a mere direction pointing towards an offstage space, with 

the entrance of Fand gains dramatic body within the playing area. 

Even though the whole scene in its final version centres around the physicality of Fand, 

in the first few manuscripts there are no instructions on where and how she should be moving 

in the playing space, and her presence is only expressed through her dialogue with the Ghost 

of Cuchulain. The positioning and posture of the Ghost, however, gain a lot of attention from 

Yeats in the earliest phase of the scene’s composition, which is informative of how the spatial 

dynamics of the play’s second part develops. 

In NLI 8774(9), stage directions instruct the Ghost of Cuchulain to enter together with 

Fand, and then to crouch down somewhere beside the upstage wall. There are no instructions 

that would refer to the Ghost changing his position for the whole duration of the scene. If we 

consider the fact that it is the spirits’ interaction that the scene is centred around, and Emer and 

Bricriu are mere observers of it, then the positioning the Ghost in such a marginal position 

seems impractical. 

 Yeats might have realised this too, as in NLI 8774(11) he changed the spatial dynamics 

of the scene substantially. Instead of instructing the Ghost to enter with Fand, the playwright 

positioned him into the playing space from the very beginning of the play. Yeats’s new stage 

direction to the scene is sketchy (marking the Ghost’s presence with the mere word “invisible”), 

and only hints at the fact that the Ghost is already onstage when Fand enters, and that he is 

invisible to the other characters.41 

 One of the reasons why the Ghost’s continuous presence on stage is of interest here is 

that it signals the play’s connections to the staging techniques of the Noh, where the 

presentation of parallel spatio-temporal dimensions and the integration of passive characters to 

the playing space are common.42 Yeats’s experimentation with including different domains of 

the dramatic space within one shared stage space shows how he developed his ideas about the 

composition of his plays’ space-world, and how he aimed at visualising more complex and 

technically more challenging spatial structures as he progressed with the script.  

Another aspect that needs to be mentioned in relation to the Ghost’s repositioning is 

that it was this change that initiated a series of revisions in relation to Emer’s contribution to 

the action. In the first block of manuscripts found in NLI 8774(9), it is described that neither 

the Ghost nor Emer can see or hear each other, from which follows that the possibility of any 

interaction between them seems impossible. When Emer phrases her demand for her husband, 

Bricriu replies as follows: 

 

He is in this house 

And but some few paces from your side & yet 

You will never see him more because the sidhe  

                                                           
41 Steven Winnet marks this stage instruction as follows: “This is perhaps a note to himself that the ghost of 

Cuchulain is on stage, invisible to Emer, who begins speaking” Yeats, The Only Jealousy of Emer and Fighting 

the Waves, 41. 
42 In his article “The Construction of  Reality and Unreality in Japanese Theatre”, Alexander Alland Jr. 

describes the role of the dramaturgically invisible narrators and musicians in the Noh, and compares them with 

the “depersonalised animators” of the Bunraku theatre (Japanese puppet theatre), where the movers of the 

puppets are visible on the stage throughout the performance. Alland, “The Construction of Reality”, 8-9. 
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[…] Have thrown the enchantment upon him & 

[…]He is invisible to human eyes, & you [are] invisible to him43 

 

In later manuscripts contained in NLI 8774(11), as a result of his choice to explore the ways 

he could merge the lines of demarcation between the two worlds, Yeats decides to make the 

dimension of the Sidhe both spiritually and physically accessible for Emer. He adds a line that 

marks the exact moment when this happens: “My husband is there”, says Emer in the middle 

of their conversation with Bricriu. 44 The “dissolution of the darkness from her eyes” not only 

activates the area where the Ghost is located in the performance space, but also redefines 

Emer’s role within the play’s overall dramaturgical structure.45   

 Together with the insertion of the reference to Emer’s act of border-crossing, Yeats 

amends his narrative with another element, which becomes definitive in relation to her role in 

the play. In NLI 8774(11), the playwright introduces the idea of the bargain between Emer and 

Bricriu, according to which Cuchulain could return back to life if his wife renounces his love 

for her forever.46 Reluctantly, Emer accepts, and hence saves her husband from the Sidhe. Only 

with the integration of the bargain, alongside the act of border-crossing, could Yeats enable 

Emer to influence the outcome of the dramatic action, and as a result of her sacrifice, endow 

her character with a tragic status. Yeats’s intention to give more dramaturgical agency to Emer 

and to foreground her perspective of the story is evident from his revisions throughout the 

genesis of the play, and will be mentioned again in relation to the changes the playwright makes 

in the text after the staging of the play in its ballet version, Fighting the Waves. 

 The unorthodox dramaturgy with which Emer’s temporary transition to the world of 

the Sidhe is dramatised by Yeats has provided rich source material for a great variety of 

interpretations by scholars and theatre-makers alike. One of the most widely accepted readings 

needs to be mentioned here, because the manuscript materials of the first phase of the play’s 

composition could be used to challenge it. According to Richard Allen Cave’s introduction to 

his edition of Yeats’s plays, the space that Emer accesses with Bricriu’s mediation is the 

domain of her very own psyche. It is a kind of mind-space that only she can engage with, and 

thus could be considered as a mere vision of hers.47 Cave interprets her act of passage as 

follows: 

The play within the play acts as a mirror-image which shows Emer the nature of 

jealousy as a dangerous longing to control the affections of another […] Bricriu and 

                                                           
43 NLI 8774(9), 7v. 
44 NLI 8774(11), 7r. 
45 “The darkness that had hid him from your eyes [have] been dissolved” NLI 8774(11), 7r. 
46 You spoke but now of the mere chance 

Perhaps whe you & he are old & withered 

You’d have his love again – renounce that chance 

[…] Pay me that miserable hopeless hope 

And he shall live again. NLI 8774(11), 4r, 5r. 
47 I use the term mind-space to describe the personal, subjective, dream-like spaces that characters evoke in their 

own consciousness. The singular focus of these spaces do not exclude the possibility of being shared and 

accommodated by other entities, which is a reading that stems from Yeats’s conception of souls communicating 

with each other in dreams, and in the realms of the subconscious. As he explains in his essay “Magic”: “I 

believe that the borders of our mind are ever shifting, and that many minds can flow into one another, as it were, 

and create or reveal a single mind, a single energy”. Yeats, Essays and Introductions, 28. 
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the figures in the play signify the ways that perception can be wholly distorted when 

a consciousness is in the grip of jealousy. Emer alone can restore proper proportions 

to this world; she has journeyed into the depths of herself and learned why she must 

renounce her hold over Cuchulain to save them both. The moment she gives voice to 

her decision, the stage clears of its delusory phantoms, Cuchulain is himself, and ‘a 

pure flame’ burns in Emer once more. [...] The exchange of masks by the one actor, 

whose stance must shift to match from the upright to the contorted, renders in precise 

dramatic terms the way that perception is affected by fluctuating emotions and in so 

doing shows the audience how to see the play overall as dramatizing the levels of 

Emer’s consciousness. All characters are as it were projections of her mind, defining 

her conflicting attitudes to Cuchulain and her marriage; as she rises above her fanatical 

desire to constrain and shape Cuchulain to her personal liking, so the stage clears of 

the phantoms that haunt her we are left to contemplate her mask undistracted as the 

chorus sing of the nature of tragic beauty.48   

The above reading is problematic in many ways. Cave’s interpretation of Emer as controlling, 

selfish, and overwhelmed by her own jealousy is in sharp contrast to Yeats’s attempts to present 

her in a positive light, and at the same time draw the audience’s attention to the weaknesses 

and vulnerability of Cuchulain. Even though the title of the play refers to Emer’s jealousy of 

Fand, it also highlights that it is her only jealousy, which contradicts the idea of her holding 

Cuchulain captive with her “fanatical desire”. One of Emer’s lines in NLI 8774(9) explains her 

emotions quite clearly: “I’ve never been jealous of a woman / But I’ll not give him up to her.”  

The other issue that Cave’s interpretation raises is the private nature of Emer’s passage, 

which Cave uses as an argument for describing her interaction with the supernatural as a 

journey into her own consciousness. Based on the fact that Eithne Inguba exits before the act 

of border-crossing happens, and no other character is engaging with the spirits apart from Emer, 

this reading is justified. However, there are traces in Yeats’s early drafts that suggest that Eithne 

also experiences something from the presence of the supernatural creatures, which undermine 

the argument of them being the mere “projections of Emer’s mind.” When Eithne returns back 

to the room at the end of the play, she says: 

Edain (suddenly comes) 

First a faint breath ran by me, & then something 

like two dark shades passed by me, & then 

my fear suddenly ceased, my fear of the room.49 

It is important to mention here that the fact that Yeats describes the fairy-folk as entities that 

can exist externally to humans and can gain bodily form to engage with them physically does 

not make the idea of mind-spaces invalid. Contrastingly, in Yeats’s dramaturgy, the existence 

of personal mind-spaces is a necessity for human-divine interactions to happen. Though this 

may seem a contradiction in itself, it should not be regarded as such. As everything in Yeats’s 

vision, the concept of border-crossing between the two spheres needs to be approached with a 

                                                           
48 Yeats, Selected Plays, xxx. 
49 NLI 8774(13), 5r. 
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certain flexibility to see the logic in its contrastive ideas. In Yeats’s thought, the engagement 

with the transcendental always has a double direction: the external movement that aims to 

connect with the otherwise intangible domains of the supernatural needs to be grounded by an 

internal movement of reaching to the inner realms of the mind.50 Only one of these is not 

enough for the act of passage to happen, and if it does not happen, then the play loses its most 

important dramaturgical element.  

The most appropriate context for this transition is undoubtedly the dream, which 

features in all of the four dance plays discussed here. Cuchulain, during his first meeting with 

the Woman of the Sidhe in At the Hawk’s Well is described to move “as if in a dream”, the 

Young Man in The Dreaming of the Bones engages with the ghosts in a place that is “covered” 

with “fantastic dreams”, and the whole narrative of Christ’s crucifixion in Calvary takes place 

in the protagonist’s dreams, as he “dreams his passion through”. In The Only Jealousy of Emer, 

Emer’s interaction with the fairy-folk is also referred to in the text as an embodied dream: the 

spirits that enter the room are the “enchantments of the dreaming foam” who have “dreamed 

themselves” into bodily forms.51 Yeats’s conception of dreams as contexts for spiritual 

mediation can be aptly described through Gaston Bachelard’s double definition for poetry and 

dreams, in which he points out the interrelations between of the act of dreaming and spiritual 

transcendence. In The Poetics of Space, he defines poetry as a “shelter for dreams”, a mythical 

space through which our and other’s past can be revealed: “there exists for each one of us an 

oneiric house, a house of dream-memory, that is lost in the shadow of a beyond of the real past 

[…] and that these dream values communicate poetically from soul to soul.”52 Bachelard’s 

interpretation is particularly relevant in the interpretation of the dance plays, as it emphasises 

the creative and transformative power of poetry: “[…] all important words, all the words 

marked for grandeur by a poet, are keys to the universe, to the dual universe of the Cosmos and 

the depths of the human spirit.”53 

In an analysis that focuses on the plays’ space dramaturgy with a special focus on 

aspects of staging, the relevance of the above lies in how these dream-spaces could be presented 

in performance. In the previous chapter, I already referred to the necessity of visualising the 

ghosts’ final dance in The Dreaming of the Bones, regardless of the fact that it could be 

interpreted as taking place in the Young Man’s mind.54 Similar questions inevitably arise in 

the staging process of The Only Jealousy of Emer too, which I will return to in the second half 

of the chapter. 

                                                           
50 In her book, The Irish Drama of Europe from Yeats to Beckett, Katharine Worth gives a similar description 

for the dramaturgical techniques used by the playwrights that she defines as belonging to the symbolist 

movement. Worth claims that “for them all going down into the deep of the mind meant also reaching out, 

making contact with the mystery of the universe, galvanising into active life the part of the mind that dreams 

and is passive and has intuitive knowledge the conscious mind is blind to.” Worth, The Irish Drama of Europe, 

11.  
51 Yeats’s interest in the process of dreaming, and in the psychological-spiritual, and also dramaturgical, 

doctrine of dreaming back stems from his engagement with Noh dramaturgy, his interest in the psychophysical 

explorations of Gustav Theodor Fechner, and his involvement in the automatic writing sessions. For a more 

elaborate discussion on the concept, see my commentary on the Noh dramaturgy of dreaming back in Chapter 

Two on pages 89-90, and my explanation in the footnotes. On its applications in Calvary and on its inclusion in 

A Vision, see Chapter Four on page 254. 
52 Bachelard, The Poetics of Space, 17. 
53 Ibid, 198. 
54 See Chapter Two on pages 144-145. 
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The Second Phase of the Composition: Revisions of the First Draft 

In the second phase of the composition, Yeats works mostly on the play’s poetic imagery. In 

his revisions, he tries to make characters’ personal space-imageries more pointed and unified 

so that they could be integrated into the play’s visual referential system without unnecessary 

ambiguities. Some of the changes made in this phase were initiated in earlier drafts, so there is 

an unavoidable overlap between the two stages of the working process, but the recurring 

patterns and clear design in the body of Yeats’s later revisions justify their discussion in a 

separate group and as one unit. 

 Yeats’s intention to associate Emer’s character with the house and with domestic 

imagery in the early drafts was already mentioned in the first part of my analysis. In the second 

phase of the composition, Yeats attempts to reassert this symbolic link by applying two types 

of changes to Emer’s space-imageries: firstly, he makes the already existing descriptions of 

domestic settings more specific, secondly, he modifies or cuts all those poetic characterisations 

that build upon other kinds of spatial metaphors. One good example for the former is the 

reworking of general descriptions of the house to the more specific depictions of one particular 

place in it, which is the hearth, or more specifically, the hearth fire. References to the hearth 

fire were introduced to the text as early as in NLI 8774(10), and appeared in contexts where 

Emer was depicted as an ideal wife (“Always a strength sitting beside the fire, firm of will, 

calm of mind without jealousy”) or in an imagined setting in her old age:55 

 

Cuchulain. 

You speak but as the learned, who speak nothing 

Somewhere a woman sits beside peat & a hearth 

In an old house & in her grief  

is marking in the ashes with a stick 

Or it may sits beside a man who lies 

Dead or enchanted on a bed: my thoughts 

Are all beside that bed or by that hearth 

With my wife Emer.56 

 

Narrowing down the focus of Emer’s personal space-imageries from the more general house 

or room to the hearth fire is important for two reasons. The first is the symbolic connections 

the place of the hearth and the element of fire have in the Irish folk traditions, of which Yeats 

was most likely aware. Lady Wilde describes the power of fire in her book Legends, Charms 

and Superstitions of Ireland (1887) as follows: “Fire is a great preventative against fairy magic, 

for fire is the most sacred of all created things, and man alone has power over it. […] And the 

spirit of the fire is certain to destroy all fairy magic if it exists.”57 Apart from its protective 

qualities against fairies, in the Irish legendary, the fire is also considered as a symbol for, and 

                                                           
55 NLI 8774(13), 2r. 
56 Ibid. 
57 Wilde, Legends, Charms and Superstitions of Ireland, 39. 
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an important attribute of, the ideal housewife.58 The act of stirring the fire and keeping watch 

over its blaze is traditionally connected to the wife’s role in the home, which is to keep the 

family together, while providing its members a safe and comfortable atmosphere for a happy 

life. This latter idea stems from the legends and religious texts related to the lives of hearth-

goddesses, whose figures could be found in the Irish, Greek and Roman mythological cycles.59 

The most well-known patron of the hearth in an Irish context is Brigid, whose mythological 

attributes Yeats indirectly refers to with the insertion of the recurring depictions of Emer beside 

the hearth fire. The second reason why Yeats specifies Emer’s spatial imageries to the place of 

the hearth is to adjust the text for a later modification of the play’s visual referential system, 

which happens in the third phase of the composition (described in the following part of this 

analysis). The hearth in later drafts will start to function as a new visual point of reference in 

the play’s developing visual referential system, and will become an integral part of its 

suggested movement-map. 

 To illustrate how Yeats modified Emer’s earlier personal space-imageries to ones that 

portray the domestic setting of the home and the hearth, I am focusing on one characteristic 

example from the text. This is the evolution of the speech about Emer’s “two joyous thoughts”, 

which was first drafted in NLI8774(11), and was reworked substantially in successive drafts. 

In its first version it is phrased as follows: 

 

I have but two joyous thoughts that once I walked 

Laughing waste high amid the wheat 

Upon a windy upland at his side 

In laughing girlhood, while the sea wind made 

Long waves amid the wheat, & that far hence 

when all my harvest withered in old age 

And the door barred against the wind, I may 

Crouch at fire, & watch him crouching there 

& know that I have his love again.60 

 

The first part of the speech that describes the memory of Emer’s “laughing girlhood” is severely 

cut in NLI 8774(13), and is compressed into a single sentence: “The words he spoke to me 

among the wheat-stalks / In laughing girlhood.” In contrast to the drastic shortening of the 

wheat-imagery, the second part, that is Emer’s hope for the future, is kept in its entirety with 

its full poetic description. To further emphasise the importance of the hearth-imagery, Yeats, 

adds a contrastive image-pair to it, spoken by Bricriu: 

                                                           
58 The following prayer depicts these roles, and their origin in the legendary deeds of St. Brigid. The passage is 

included in the Carmina Gadelica (a comprehensive collection of hymns and prayers from the Gaelic tradition 

on oral poetry) by Alexander Carmichael: 

I will smoor the hearth 

As Brighid the Fostermother would smoor 

The Fostermother's holy name 

Be on the hearth, be on the herd 

Be on the household all. 

Carmichael, Carmina Gadelica Vol. 3, 326. 
59John Arnott MacCulloch, Celtic Mythology, 11. 
60 NLI 8774(11), 6r. 
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[…] So wild a man 

Would never make old bones, but die worn out 

With toils & wounds, where some strange woman sits watching 

Beside his mattress61 

 

This dynamic and quite disturbing picture that again by spatial means envisions an alternative 

end to Cuchulain’s life serves as an expressive counterpoint to the peaceful and homely 

atmosphere of Emer’s poetic descriptions. In the second phase of the composition, both parts 

of the speech are given over to Bricriu. This is the version that is going to be integrated into 

the published text: 

 

He’ll [never] sit beside you at the hearth 

Or make old bones but die of wounds & toil 

On some far shore or mountain [with] a strange woman 

Beside his mattress.62 

 

The use of contrastive space-imageries is a poetic device that Yeats developed in writing At 

the Hawk’s Well, and introduced as part of a similar pair of descriptions presenting Cuchulain’s 

old age and death.63 In the writing processes of his later dance plays, the same tool is used 

widely and diversely. It is important to reassert here that Yeats not only relies on contrast on 

the level of poetry, but also uses it as a dramaturgical tool and organising principle for stage 

movement in all of his dance plays. The contrastive movements of characters in the 

performance texts composed for At the Hawk’s Well and The Dreaming of the Bones are based 

on the same principle of embodying the dynamism of oppositions in motion, which is informed 

by the ideas Yeats presents in A Vision.  

To further exploit the device of contrast and to make Emer’s symbolic connection to 

the house and the hearth-fire more pronounced, Yeats makes changes in other characters’ 

space-imageries as well. He modifies their poetic characterisations in a way that they become 

contrastive to Emer’s spatial allusions, which he accomplishes by reworking them to contain 

references to the sea. A good example for this is the revision of Bricriu’s space-imageries in 

his explanation of the love bargain to Emer, and in his first remark on the presence of Fand – 

both of which were revised by Yeats to contain images of fishing. Compare those parts of the 

text that were crossed out to those that Yeats inserted to the passage instead: 

 

The farmer fisher when some knowledgeable man 

Restores to him his wife or son or daughter 

Knows that a cow or sheep will die 

Knows he will lose a boat or pot […]64 

 

                                                           
61 Emphasis mine. NLI 8774(13), 10r.  
62 Harvard, 10r. 
63 On contrastive space-imageries in At the Hawk’s Well, see chapter one on page 43. 
64 NLI 8774(13), 8r. 
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The Sidhe are fishers too 

They fish for men with dreams upon the hook65 

 

The personal space-imageries of Fand remain strongly related to the different representations 

of the sea in all successive versions of the text. However, her poetic characterisation becomes 

more complex in the second phase of the composition, as it is amended with references to her 

bird-like qualities, with descriptions of her spatial attributes that Yeats used for her 

characterisation in At the Hawk’s Well: 

 

In my young days I met you at the well 

Under bare thorn trees on a mountain side 

Where you had unsmiling eyes and a hawks wing?66 

 

Along with the insertion of the bird-imagery and references to the well and the mountain-side, 

Yeats further extends Fand’s poetic characterisation by adding an entirely new section of her 

engagement with Cuchulain in the form of a dance, and by substantially reworking their 

dialogue to fit their proposed style of movement. The symbolism of the revised text uses the 

lunar imagery Yeats adapted from his philosophical ideas presented in A Vision, and unfolds 

the concept of the cyclical nature of human life, explaining the correspondence between moon 

phases and the different incarnations of the human soul.67 

Beside their philosophical content, which might not be obvious for those audience 

members who are not familiar with Yeats’s own symbolic system, the inclusion of the lunar 

imagery has another, more general purpose: they are intended to serve as the verbal equivalents 

to the moves the playwright imagined for his characters. It is the simultaneity and close 

interplay of action and narration that are the basic dramaturgical principles at work in this 

scene: without the movement patterns described in the poetry there is no motion in physical 

space, and without the dance the words lose their significance and necessity for inclusion. With 

the compositional restructuring of this particular scene, Yeats turns back to the same 

dramaturgical technique that he developed and applied extensively in The Dreaming of the 

Bones. To exemplify how Yeats structured the text for choreographic meaning-making with 

the simultaneous use of action and narration, consider the phrasing of the first few lines of the 

dialogue of Fand and the Ghost of Cuchulain, in a version found in NLI 8774(13), 1r: 

 

C[uchulain] 

                                                           
65 NLI 8774(13), 12r. These two lines are new additions to Bricriu’s description of Fand. Earlier versions did not 

contain references to fishing. 
66 NLI 8774(13), 14r. 
67 Yeats makes the philosophical connection to A Vision very clear in his short note to the play in Four Plays for 

Dancers, and provides a short summary of its symbolic system of the phases of the moon: “While writing these 

plays […] I have filled “The Only Jealousy of Emer” with those little known convictions about the nature and 

history of a woman’s beauty, which Robartes found in the Speculum of Gyraldus and in Arabia Deserta among 

the Juwalis. The soul though each cycle of its development is held to incarnate through twenty-eight typical 

incarnations, corresponding to the phases of the moon, the light part of the moon ‘s disc symbolizing the 

subjective and the dark part the objective nature, the wholly dark moon (called Phase 1) and the wholly light 

(called Phase 15) symbolising complete objectivity and complete subjectivity respectively.” Yeats, Four Plays 

for Dancers, 105. 
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Why do you turn about me like a moon 

[…] that move about me in a dance 

Circling slowly & You that with smiling lips 

[…] Shake a faint light […] from limb and hair 

[…] You are that woman that I followed once 

At the Hawks well, where have you dropped your quills 

Why are you eyes now smiling 

 

Woman of the Sidhe 

Since you were born 

I have been close at hand – now dim now bright 

Waxing and waning as your […] sight was turned 

Towards me or away68 

 

From the above quoted passages, we can see that similarly to his writing technique in The 

Dreaming of the Bones, Yeats includes active verbs into his text that describe types and 

directions of movement or specific gestures. The textually-embedded choreographies of this 

particular section are similar to the ones composed for Dermuid and Dervorgilla: the ever-

recurring pattern of “waxing and waning”, “turning towards” each other and then “away”, is 

the basic choreographic principle of their final dance in The Dreaming of the Bones. This way, 

Yeats provides a choreographic continuity between his two dance plays, which might become 

an important aspect of their staging if they are planned to be produced together. 

 

The Third Phase of the Composition: From the Second Full draft to the Play’s First 

Publication 

In the third phase of the composition, Yeats is mostly concerned with making his play 

dramaturgically more effective on the stage by refining its movement-map and inserting 

additional stage directions. Most of these revisions are applied in the second full draft of the 

play, which contains all significant changes made to the text until its first publication. 

 The first important addition to the composition is the opening song for the unfolding 

and folding of the cloth.69 Yeats provides detailed stage directions to the inserted passages, 

which further specify the arrangement of the theatre space and actors’ initial positions: 

When the cloth is folded again the musicians take their 

place against the wall. Towards one side is a curtained 

bed or litter, on which lies a man in his grave clothes. 

Another man with same clothes & mask crouches near the front. 

Emer is sitting by the bed.70 

                                                           
68 NLI 8774(13), 1r, 2r. Emphases mine. 
69 There are three extant manuscript fragments related to the songs. Drafts of the opening song could be found 

on one leaf in the folder NLI 8774(8), and its clean, refined version in Harvard. A full but heavily revised draft 

of the closing song is also part of the Harvard papers. I am not discussing these in detail here, but they will be 

referred to in relation to the play’s staging in the second half of the chapter.  
70 Harvard, 1r. 
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From the above we understand that similarly to his instructions in the two previous dance plays, 

the positions of the Musicians is “against” the upstage wall. Yeats does not specify where 

exactly their places should be located, but considering that the open door (or the allocated place 

for it) was likely to be positioned in the upstage area too, it is probable that the Musicians were 

placed on one, and the door on the other side of the back wall.  

Another new piece of information that we gather from the newly added stage directions 

is that the Ghost of Cuchulain is instructed to be crouching “near the front.” As opposed to his 

position that Yeats defined for him in the first phase of the composition near the upstage wall 

and the bed, he is now instructed to take his place in the downstage area, in close proximity to 

the audience. This dramaturgical solution results in having a passive, silent character in full 

visibility of the audience for the first half of the play. Yeats had already applied similar methods 

in his previous dance play: as I have argued in the second chapter, the space dramaturgy of The 

Dreaming of the Bones predominantly builds upon the constant presence of a passive character. 

The difference between the applications in the two plays is that while in The Dreaming of the 

Bones, passive characters needed to be in constant motion, in The Only Jealousy of Emer, the 

Ghost is compelled for total stillness. It is important to add that this final repositioning of the 

Ghost provides evidence for my earlier claims that Yeats, instead of seeking traditional 

European staging solutions, consciously explored the possibilities of more difficult movement 

scenarios that he adapted from Japanese theatre. 

 The next section of the play that Yeats alters in the third phase of the composition is 

Eithne Inguba’s entry. In previous versions of the script, Yeats added an instruction that she 

should not enter the playing space immediately but hesitate for a while before approaching 

Cuchulain’s bed, which served the purpose of expressing her insecurity in the presence of 

Emer. In the third phase, this instruction is amended with half a sentence that defines where 

exactly she should be waiting (“She stands a moment in the open door”).71 Besides this 

insertion, Yeats adds an entire new section to the women’s first encounter, which is phrased as 

follows: 

 

Emer 

Come hither, come & sit down beside the bed 

Come Eithne Inguba. You are afraid 

But have no need to be […] 

 

Eithne. 

Madam 

I have too deeply wronged you to sit there72 

 

The above additions call our attention to the actual physical distance between Eithne and Emer 

in the opening scene. This is another aspect that only gains significance in performance, as its 

primary aim is to translate the psychological and emotional remoteness between the two 

                                                           
71 NLI 8774(20), 1r. 
72 NLI 8774(20), 2r. 



Chapter Three: The Only Jealousy of Emer 

170 

 

women into the language of stage movement. In the second full draft, Yeats revises the scene 

further by inserting a song to accompany Eithne’s entry. The purpose of this insertion is the 

same as of the previous one: to highlight the momentum when the two women are both in the 

playing space but are still maintaining a certain distance between each other. This could be 

described as a kind of moving tableau, which denotes a moment in time, condensed into a 

slowly moving picture, accompanied by music. A similar interpretation of Yeats’s 

dramaturgical device is raised by Pierre Longuenesse, who defines tableaux as a recurring 

element in Yeats’s drama from the early 1890s, and considers these applications to closely 

follow the performance principles of the genre of the “tableaux vivants.”73 The tableau vivant, 

in Longuenesse’s definition, is the “living imitation of a picture”, which, in Yeats’s drama, are 

manifested in the depiction of characters whose movements are “suspended in a mute image.”74 

While Longuenesse’s interpretation concerns mostly those elements in Yeatsian drama, where 

the movement of a silent (or non existent) character is accompanied by narration (for which I 

have provided more examples in my analysis of The Dreaming of the Bones, and which will 

also be discussed in relation to Calvary), it stems from the same idea as my definition of the 

tool as a moving tableau. There are more instances in the text of The Only Jealousy of Emer 

where Yeats applies the dramaturgical tool, all of which will be referred to later in this analysis. 

Together with the revisions mentioned above, Yeats applies another kind of alteration 

to the scene, which also concerns the two women’s relationship. Following the dramaturgical 

principle of contrast, he inserts a new passage to the lines of Emer, which, instead of 

emphasising the emotional rivalry between wife and lover, expresses their involuntary but 

recognised togetherness in the cause of winning Cuchulain back from the grip of the Sidhe: 

 

Emer 

Of all the people in the world we two 

And we alone may watch together here 

Because we have loved him best.75 

The next addition to the text is inserted a couple of lines later into the same scene. It amends 

the act of covering Cuchulain’s face to hide the sea with another movement, which instructs 

Emer to go to the other side of the platform to make a fire. This extension of the movement-

map is probably the most important revision made during the third phase of the composition, 

as it marks a significant addition to the visual referential system Yeats designed for the play in 

earlier drafts. Emer’s speech that initiates this action is revised to the following: 

I’ll cover up his face to hide it […] 

And throw new logs upon the hearth & stir 

The half burned logs until they break in flame 

Old Mananans unbridled horses come 

Out of the sea & on their backs his horsemen 

                                                           
73 Longuenesse, “Yeats, Fay, Sarah Bernhardt, Tableaux Vivants, and pantomime through the windows.” 

Presentation, Conference of the International Yeats Society, Paris, 12 December 2019.  
74 Ibid. 
75 Harvard, 2r. 
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But all the enchantments of the dreaming foam 

[…] Dread the hearth fire.76 

After its manifold inclusions to the play’s poetic imagery, in this speech, Yeats depicts the 

image of the ideal housewife with her symbolic attribute of the hearth fire again, but this time 

he also evokes the physical action that is traditionally connected to the wife’s role in the house. 

The move of making a fire and stirring it into a blaze is described with the following stage 

directions: 

She goes to one side of the platform & moves 

Her hands as though putting logs on a fire 

and stirring it to a blaze. While she makes these movements 

the musicians play, marking the movements with drums & flute perhaps. 

Having finished she stands beside the imaginary fire 

at a little distance from Cuchulain & Eithne Inguba.77 

With the inscription of the above movement for Emer, Yeats completes the process he initiated 

in the second phase of the composition: he transcribes the place of the hearth into the physical 

properties of the playing space. The hearth, just as the door or the bed in earlier drafts, gains 

an actual location on the stage, and becomes a visual point of reference for actors’ placement 

and movement in later scenes. 

 Emer’s place-change from the bed to the hearth, and the symbolic action of making a 

fire is instructed to be accompanied by music. This musical interlude is similar to one that takes 

place during Eithne Inguba’s entry, and could be regarded as one of Yeats’s moving tableaux. 

Although it is not yet marked in the stage directions, the mask-change of the Figure of 

Cuchulain happens simultaneously with the fire-making, which justifies the need for a longer 

musical interpolation. It is important to note that this double action is one of the most 

technically challenging movement sequences in the play, which will be commented on in detail 

in the context of my own practice in the second part of the chapter. 

Besides its primary symbolic function to provide a visual counterpoint to the world of 

the Sidhe, Emer’s positioning at the hearth serves another dramaturgical aim, which is to show 

the strange triangular relationship of female characters fighting for Cuchulain’s love in 

physical space as well. The sea (which is Fand’s domain), the bed (where Eithne Inguba is 

standing) and the hearth (where Emer is speaking), for the moving tableau of the fire-making, 

are rendered into a spatial formation that visualises both the already implied distanced 

togetherness of Emer and Eithne Inguba, and their shared opposition to Fand. To enhance the 

effectiveness of choreographic meaning-making in this scene, Yeats adds a few lines to Emer’s 

speech addressed to Eithne Inguba, in which she explains this triangular relationship very 

clearly: 

You speak too timidly: to be afraid 

Because his wife is but three paces off 

                                                           
76 Harvard, 4r, 6r. 
77 Harvard, 6r. 
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When there is so great need were but to prove 

The man that chose you made but a poor choice. 

We’re but two women struggling with the sea.78 

The next action in the play is Eithne Inguba’s kiss she gives to the Figure of Cuchulain, during 

which the spirit of Bricriu is summoned to occupy the warrior’s body. Yeats’s revisions to the 

scene are substantial, and provide evidence for his growing reliance on the meaning-making 

quality of the visual referential system he established in previous scenes. In earlier drafts, the 

kiss was immediately followed by Eithne Inguba’s exit. In his revisions in the second full draft, 

Yeats prolongs her leave with a few lines of dialogue with Emer, to which he adds a series of 

stage directions. The significance of these instructions is that they refer to a sequence of place-

changes for both actors that aim to visualise their emotional reactions to Bricriu’s appearance. 

This dramaturgical technique was first explored by Yeats during the rehearsals for his first 

production of At the Hawk’s Well, and a very similar movement pattern was noted down into 

the play’s rehearsal script.79 The fact that these stage directions were never integrated to the 

printed script has already been mentioned, alongside the argument that they were still 

considered in the composition of Yeats’s later plays. The use of proxemics in this particular 

scene provides clear evidence for this claim. Consider the striking similarities between the 

stage directions in the two movement sequences below: 

 

YOUNG MAN. (one further step) 

I am named Cuchulain, I am Sualtim’s son. 

 

OLD MAN. 

I have never heard that name. 

 

CUCHULAN. 

It is not unknown. I have an ancient house 

beyond the sea. 

 

Old Man (backing) 

What mischief brings you hither, you are 

like those 

Who are crazy for the shedding of man’s 

blood, 

And for the love of women? 

[…] 

 

As C. gets interested he approaches 

In one or another shape, now hawk,        

or wolf 

Emer 

        Than kiss that image: 

The pressure of your mouth upon his 

mouth 

May reach him where he is. 

 

Eithne Inguba (starting back) 

        It is no man, 

I felt some evil thing that dried my heart 

When my lips touched it. 

 

Emer. 

        No, his body stirs; 

The pressure of your mouth has called him 

home 

He has thrown the changeling out 

 

Eithne Inguba (going further off) 

        Look at that arm 

That arm is withered to the very socket. 

                                        (she goes 

                                                           
78 Harvard, 6r. 
79 A detailed analysis of the rehearsal script in question and of Yeats’s early dramaturgy for the dance plays is 

included in Chapter One, on pages 49-50. 
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Or panic-stricken deer as the mood takes 

her, 

She is always flitting upon this 

mountain-side 

To allure or to destroy. 

[…] 

 

old man Back   

YOUNG   MAN. 

Have you been set down there 

To threaten all who come, and scare them 

off, 

You seem as dried up as the leaves and 

sticks, 

As though you had no part in life. 

   Emer (going up and standing by the bed) 

   What one among the Sidhe has dared to lie  

   Upon Cuchulains bed & take his image. 

 

In both scenes, characters express their power, strength, and willingness to act by moving 

forward and towards the other speaker, and communicate fear or retreat by moving back and 

away from their partner. The important difference between the two applications of proxemics 

is that while in At the Hawk’s Well, the Young Man and the Old Man act and move always in 

relation to each other, in The Only Jealousy of Emer, the two women position themselves in 

relation to the fixed points of reference the play’s visual system provides for them. In this 

particular scene this fixed point is Cuhulain’s bed. 

In the same draft, Yeats adds another movement to the same scene to endow the area 

of the bed with more dramaturgical significance. After Bricriu explains Cuchulain’s situation 

to Emer, he offers her access to the parallel reality of the fairy-world. Yeats’s revision here 

relates to Emer’s final move to Bricriu: he specifies that in order to be “given sight”, she needs 

to come even closer to him, and stand “at his left side” to be touched. With this addition, 

Bricriu’s lines communicate that it is only in the area of the bed where the act of border-

crossing could happen: 

 

False Cuchulain 

You’ve watched his loves and you  

Have not been jealous, 

Knowing that he would tire, but do those tire 

That love the Sidhe? […] I have but to touch your eyes & 

give them sight; 

But stand at my left side. (He touches her eyes with his left hand)80 

 

There are several important revisions in the second half of the play as well, all of which relate 

to stage movement. Similarly to his previous stage directions that instructed players to stop for 

a while before they changed their positions, or elongated their movement with a musical 

                                                           
80 Harvard, 10r. 
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interlude, Yeats adds the following note to Fand’s entry: “(The Woman of the Sidhe has / 

entered & stands a little inside the door).81 This revision creates space for another moving 

tableau, which enhances the dramatic effect of Fand’s appearance.  

 Yeats also refines and extends the description of Fand’s physical interaction with the 

Ghost in this version of the script. He adds a suggested choreography for Fand’s moves and a 

short commentary on her looks: 

  

(The woman of the Sidhe moves slowly 

round Cuchulain in a dance that grows 

gradually quicker, as he slowly awakes. 

[…] at moments she my drop his 

hair upon her for head, but she does not kiss 

him. She is accompanied by string & flute & drum. 

 

Her mask & clothes must suggest gold or 

bronze or brass or silver, so that she seems more 

an idol than a human being. This suggestion may 

be repeated in her movement. Her hair must keep the metal suggestion.82 

  

What we learn from the above revisions is that the general principle of the two characters’ 

moves remained the same as it was sketched in previous drafts. They approach each other, and 

before they could touch, kiss or embrace, they suddenly move away from each other – just like 

the Ghosts in The Dreaming of the Bones. From the above instructions it is clear that as opposed 

to the paired dance of the Ghosts in his previous play, Yeats wanted the Ghost of Cuchulain to 

stay on the ground, and remain passive for most part of the scene. 

 The choreographic writing technique that Yeats applied to the dialogue of Fand and 

Cuchulain to accompany the above dance sequence has already been mentioned in the analysis 

of the second phase of the composition. In the second full draft, Yeats reworks the dialogue as 

well, which has two important outcomes. The first is that although both its language and 

symbolism is significantly simplified (the most complex, and sometimes confusing, references 

to Yeats’s own philosophical system are shortened or omitted), the choreographic quality of 

the text is kept for the final version. Consider the following excerpt from the rewritten dialogue: 

Woman of the Sidhe 

[…] 

What’s pulled your hands about your feet 

And your head down also upon your knees 

And hid your face 

 

Cuchulain 

[…] O memories o memories 

                                                           
81 Harvard, 11r. 
82 Harvard, 12r. 
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Have pulled my head upon my knees83 

 

The above example shows a new feature of choreographic meaning-making in the dance 

sequence that Yeats adds to the already existing ones, which is the association of an abstract 

concept with a specific direction in actors’ movement. These few lines explain the Ghost’s 

crouching position by stating that it is Cuchulain’s memories that weigh his body down and 

prevent him from joining Fand in her dance. Yeats started to experiment with this dramaturgical 

device in the early drafts of The Dreaming of the Bones, and applied it regularly in his later 

compositions. The importance of these textually defined, symbolic directions in actors’ 

movement will be highlighted in the context of my own PaR inquiry of the play in the second 

part of the chapter. 

 The second important outcome of Yeats’s revisions in the dance sequence is closely 

related to the choreographic embodiment of memories. The playwright changes the focus of 

the text from the symbolism of moon phases to the contrastive concept-pair of time and 

timelessness. This change is actually an expansion, as Yeats does not eliminate lunar imagery 

completely from the scene’s poetic construction, but uses it interchangeably with the notion of 

timelessness and oblivion. Instead of keeping Fand central to the scene, he integrates the 

character of Emer into the poetic frame as well. The scene’s new poetic design builds upon a 

simple contrastive association: Fand is portrayed as the anthropomorphic manifestation of 

timelessness and forgetting, and Emer is described as the embodiment of time and memory. In 

her speech addressed to Cuchulain, Fand offers the warrior the kiss of oblivion, but when 

Emer’s intervention prevents her from giving it to him, Fand accuses her of making her beloved 

“impure with memory”.84 

 With the insertion of the contrastive image-pair of memory and forgetting, Yeats 

introduces the concept of time to the play’s poetic symbolism. The themes of temporality and 

ageing have engaged Yeats’s vision from the very beginning of his career both as a poet and 

playwright, which was an engagement that only evolved in the years of the dance plays’ 

composition. In 1917, the refused marriage proposals to Maud Gonne and to her then 22-year-

old daughter Iseult Gonne, and his later marriage with the 25-year-old Georgiana Hyde-Lees 

brought the topic to the forefront of his private and artistic concerns. The passing of time is 

thus an important theme in all of the dance plays, which I have already referred to in previous 

chapters. In a way, all of the dance plays are about time: At the Hawk’s Well is the dramatisation 

of spending a lifetime waiting to gain eternal life, The Dreaming of the Bones is about spending 

several lifetimes trying to escape it, and The Only Jealousy of Emer is the dramatic 

juxtaposition of the possible outcomes for both. As we have seen in the analyses of previous 

chapters, Yeats dramatises time in very different ways in these narratives. In the first two plays 

it is mostly done through the dramaturgical exploitation of forms, topos formulas and 

movement patterns, and in The Only Jealousy of Emer by assigning time a direction for stage 

movement, and a “local habitation and a name” through the character of Emer.85  

                                                           
83 NLI 8774(16), 20r. 
84 NLI 8774(16), 22r. 
85 Shakespeare, A Midsummer Night’s Dream, 5.1.17. 



Chapter Three: The Only Jealousy of Emer 

176 

 

 The last revision of the dance sequence that needs to be discussed is a modification of 

Emer’s role in it. The double focus that Yeats establishes through his contrastive imagery in 

the dialogue is extended to the level of stage movement as well, which provides Emer more 

visibility in the scene. In previous drafts, Emer’s presence during the dance was barely 

noticeable, and her final sacrifice seemed insignificant, being lost among the lines of Fand, 

Cuchulain and Bricriu. In the third phase of the composition, Yeats gives Emer more 

dramaturgical agency by instructing her to draw a knife in an attempt to kill Fand, which will 

remain in the text for the published version.86 Although the text indicates a change of 

atmosphere after Emer’s attempted intervention, and implies a tragic outcome by highlighting 

the effect of her sacrifice, the play’s ending still lacks the dramatic potential to endow the 

heroine’s character with a tragic stature. This will only change in the last revisions to the text, 

after the playwright gains practical experience with producing it on the stage in its original and 

ballet versions. 

 

The Second Group of Materials: The Dutch Productions 

 

The world premiere of The Only Jealousy of Emer took place in The Netherlands in 1922, 

which, due to the public’s interest in the new form of theatre it represented, was revived three 

times in successive years. Strangely enough, Yeats had no awareness of these productions until 

his Dutch friend and correspondent Pieter Nicolaas van Eyck sent him some pictures of the 

masks that were used in them, which immediately raised the playwright’s interest. As the first 

Irish production of the play in the Abbey in 1926 took place before Yeats became aware of the 

Dutch productions, the below analysis discusses The Only Jealousy of Emer’s Irish staging, 

and Yeats’s involvement in it first. 

 The Abbey production was arranged by the Dublin Drama League on 9 and 10 May in 

1926. The Only Jealousy of Emer was staged in a double bill with The Cat and the Moon, under 

the direction of Lennox Robinson. The production marks a milestone in Yeats’s dramatic 

career, as this was the first ever public staging of his dance plays in Ireland.87 Unfortunately, 

there are only a few sources available of the production, of which the most exhaustive ones are 

the personal accounts of Joseph Holloway, who attended the performance and wrote about it 

in his theatre journal, and of Norah McGuinness, who danced the part of the Woman of the 

Sidhe and designed the costumes and the masks. While both reports are highly entertaining, 

they are less informative of how the production was manifested in actual practice. Holloway 

describes the plot of the play, and mentions that the Musicians played “a small drum, a gong 

and a flute”, and that their movements were “strangely Japanese.” He refers to the “masking of 

the Ghost and the Figure of Cuchulain” as “not effective”, and to McGuinness’s dance 

performance as “interesting”, embodying a “strange and uncanny character.”88 We also learn 

                                                           
86 “False Cuchulain. And so you think to wound her with a knife” Harvard, 11r. 
87 The first Irish public production of At the Hawk’s Well took place in 1930 in the Peacock Theatre (its first 

showing was in 1924, in Yeats’s home, for a select audience). The first Irish production of The Dreaming of the 

Bones was in 1931 in the Abbey Theatre. The first performance of Calvary took place in 1954 in the Lyric 

Theatre in Belfast Northern Ireland. 
88 Holloway, Holloway’s Irish Theatre I, 13. 
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from his description that her “hands, arms and legs, and mask were gold”, which denotes a 

fairly extreme approach in Fand’s portrayal.  

Despite their lack of accurate factual information, some parts of McGuinness’s 

recollections are also important to highlight, as they provide an insight to some of the 

production’s staging solutions. She writes the following about her dance scene: 

 

I can’t remember now just why, but for some reason I was asked to take the part of 

the “Woman of the Sidhe.” I hadn’t to speak (I suppose the musicians or someone else 

spoke the words) – I was rehearsed to do a dance of seduction. F. J. MacCormick 

[sic!], who played the Ghost of Cuchulain, was my victim. […] I had never been on 

stage before, so I was extremely nervous […] F. J. MacCormick was waiting – on his 

knees, back to audience – to be seduced by my dance. Every step and every gesture of 

my dance was a cue to what he had to say or do. […] every step was forgotten and I 

flopped meaninglessly around the stage, while MacCormick hissed expletives at me.89 

 

From the above, we learn that in the first ever production of the play, Fand’s highly demanding 

role was given to someone who was neither an actress nor a dancer, and had absolutely no stage 

experience. For this reason, Yeats had to significantly simplify her role by giving Fand’s lines 

over to the Musicians. This is a very important piece of information if we consider Yeats’s later 

revisions to the text for Fighting the Waves, in which Fand’s role is completely silent. Theatre 

historians tend to emphasise that Yeats had to modify The Only Jealousy of Emer’s structure 

because of Ninette de Valois’s reluctance to speak on stage.90 While this was certainly the case, 

I would augment this argument by claiming that these revisions were motivated by the 

difficulties McGuinness had with the role in the play’s first staging.  

 Another important piece of information that McGuinness provides us is that during the 

dance, the Ghost of Cuchulain was seated “on his knees, with his back to the audience.” This 

is an interesting solution, which was probably aimed at reducing the Ghost’s visibility to a 

minimum. Although later he might have turned, moved away, or even joined the Woman of 

the Sidhe in her dance, McGuinness’s description suggests that it was Fand’s physical presence 

that dominated the scene. 

 After the mildly disappointing Abbey production, Yeats was discouraged from further 

experimentation with the piece, which was probably the reason why he did not make any 

revisions to the text in 1926. In the meantime, he was busy with arranging the opening of the 

new Peacock stage, which he imagined as an ideal platform for the dance plays to be staged. 

Yeats regained his enthusiasm about producing The Only Jealousy of Emer again, possibly on 

                                                           
89 McGuinness, “Young Painter and Elderly Genius”, The Irish Times, 10 June 1965. 
90 In his analysis on the genesis of the play and its performance in 1929, Richard Allen Cave argues that a 

“wholescale redesigning of the action and a rethinking of Fand’s role” was required because of de Valois’ 

reluctance to speak on the stage. Cave, Collaborations, 51. Mary Fleischer is of similar opinion, who mentions 

the simplification of the plot as a consequence of the trimming of the dancers’ role. Fleischer, Embodied Texts, 

234. In his review on the manuscripts of The King of the Great Clock Tower and A Full Moon in March, edited 

by Richard Allen Cave, published by Cornell in 2007, Nicholas Grene claims that de Valois’s decision not to 

speak on stage “was made a key feature of the plot.” Grene, “W. B. Yeats, The King of the Great Clock Tower 

and A Full Moon in March”, 331. 
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the small Peacock stage, in the following year, when he learnt about the success of the Dutch 

productions from van Eyck. 

 The performances in The Netherlands were initiated by actor-manager Albert van 

Daslum, who staged the play in Dutch translation four times: in 1922 in Amsterdam, in 1923 

in The Hague, in 1924 in Utrecht, and in 1926 in Amsterdam for the second time, in a different 

translation and in collaboration with another composer. According to the study of Roselinde 

Supheert on the reception of Yeats’s drama in the Netherlands, Daslum’s interest in Yeats’s 

dance drama was a consequence of his earlier engagement with the theoretical and practical 

work of Edward Gordon Craig, whose publications on theatre, alongside Yeats’s essay “The 

Tragic Theatre”, were published in Dutch periodicals.91 Daslum asked the sculptor Hildo Krop 

to make the masks, which eventually brought the production international acclaim, and became 

a significant influence on Yeats’s later work. It is important to note the chain of influences 

which was at play here: Krop, according to Supheert, had seen Edmund Dulac’s masks made 

for At the Hawk’s Well in the International Theatre Exhibition in Amsterdam in 1922, which 

raised his awareness of Yeats’s experimental dance pieces.92 From this we can see how 

important the role of collaborators were in the reception and further development of the dance 

plays both nationally and internationally, even in these early stages of their production. With 

the international appeal of The Only Jealousy of Emer, Yeats’s wish to create art that in turn 

would influence other artists to embark on new creative ventures was fulfilled. He phrased this 

intention in his letter to van Eyck as follows: “I have written these little plays not merely to 

express myself, for they are a technical research and suggestion. I had always the hope as I 

wrote that some great sculptor would take to mask making, and in his turn inspire new plays 

and playwrights. It is really a question of the foundation of a new art and a new stage.”93 

                                                           
91 Supheert, Yeats in Holland, 136-138. Liam Miller reaches the same conclusion, and provides a detailed 

description on the publications mentioned above. See: Miller, The Noble Drama of W. B. Yeats, 172-273. 
92 Ibid. 140. 
93 Letter to Pieter Nicolaas van Eyck, 21 September 1927. 
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Figures 113 and 114. Krop's Masks for Emer (left) and Cuchulain (right). The pictures were included in the 

programme for the 1924 production. Source: Theater Instituut Nederland 

 

Figures 115 and 116. Krop's masks for Fand (left) and Eithne Inguba (right), found in the same programme. 

Source: Theater Instituut Nederland 
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After receiving the photographs of Krop’s masks from van Eyck, Yeats wrote an enthusiastic 

reply to him, in which he asked for some production pictures, and raised the possibility of a 

future collaboration. As a result of this correspondence, Krop sent his masks to Dublin, which 

were used for the re-staging of the play as a ballet in 1929. Although we do not know which 

pictures exactly were sent to Yeats in these letters, we have access to a small collection of them 

in the archives of the Theater Instituut Nederland, which are informative of what the playwright 

might have used as aesthetic inspiration for producing Fighting the Waves.94 

I found ten pictures in the collection of the Theater Instituut that presented actors in 

costumes with their masks. Since only a few of these appeared in print before, and they provide 

important contributions to the research on The Only Jealousy of Emer’s performance history, 

all of them are reproduced below.95 Referring to these photographs as performance pictures is 

problematic, as all of them seem to be posed arrangements of existing or imagined scenes, 

taken at different off-stage settings. Still, there are some performance aspects that can be 

assumed of the original productions based on them, which are worth considering, as they 

provide important connecting points between the play’s revised versions, both in its original 

genre and in its ballet adaptation. 

The first aspect that needs to be highlighted based on the Dutch photographs is the use 

of the cloth. There are three pictures in the collection in which the cloth appears, and each time 

it is used in a different way. In Figure 117 we can see an arrangement that resembles the scene 

in which Bricriu is summoned to Cuchulain’s body by Eithne Inguba’s kiss. What immediately 

catches our attention is the lack of the curtain on the bed that Yeats described in the play’s first 

published script. If the production did not use the curtain, then it had to be substituted with 

something for the mask change. In the same picture we can see a cloth loosely placed on the 

shoulders of the Ghost, who is crouching in the front. If we compare the cloth with the one 

used in the other pictures, we can see that the same cloth was used as a substitute for the curtain 

during the mask-change, and it might have been involved in other scenes as well as a multi-

functional prop.  

                                                           
94 The Collection is accessible here: https://tin.nl/ 
95 Another useful source for pictures of the Dutch productions is Richard Allen Cave’s Collaborations. The 

book includes seven pictures of actors, six of which are also accessible in the Theatre Instituut’s collection, 

which is the reason why I did not reproduce them here. The one picture in Cave’s book missing from the 

Theatre Instituut’s collection is of Fand and Cuchulain, in a posture that is very similar to the ones presented 

here, so I did not include that one in my analysis. Cave’s book provides an elaborate analysis of the Dutch 

production based on these photographs, which, albeit interesting, builds predominantly on speculation rather 

than on factual evidence. Furthermore, Cave’s reproductions of the original pictures are cropped so that their 

backgrounds that demonstrate their off-stage settings do not show. Although Cave acknowledges the probability 

of posed pictures, his presentation of the material suggests that these might have been production shots, which is 

slightly misleading. 
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Figure 117. Scene for Bricriu's awakening. Characters from the left: Emer, Eithne Inguba, Bricriu and the Ghost 

of Chuchulain. Source: Theater Instituut Nederland. 

 

Figure 118. The Musicians with the cloth, with Cuchulain's heroic mask shown above. Source: Theater Instituut 

Nederland. 
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The scene arranged for Figure 118 supports this idea. We can see two Musicians holding up 

the cloth, most probably to cover up the bed. Behind it, the heroic mask of Cuchulain is raised 

high above the garment, as if the singers were deliberately displaying it to the audience. This 

arrangement goes against Yeats’s original intention to hide the mask-change, and is in favour 

of a staging option that follows the performance principles of the Noh, according to which the 

transformation of the main character is given full visibility on the stage.96 This solution is very 

similar to the one we applied with DancePlayers Company in our production of the play in 

2018, which I will return to in the second part of this chapter. In Figure 119 we can see Emer 

with two Musicians behind her, who are holding the cloth up as if they wanted to cover her 

with it. Although it is difficult to recall any scene from the play that would correspond to this 

particular arrangement (the most likely one is the moment when Emer is given sight by Bricriu 

to see the otherworld), this picture, alongside the other ones mentioned above, provide evidence 

for the production’s reliance on the multi-functionality of the cloth. 

The other performance aspect that requires further commentary is the posture of the 

Ghost in the images that depict the dance scene. From the extant three pictures, two show the 

Ghost in standing position, depicting him as actively taking part in the dance. In his analysis 

of the Dutch productions, Richard Allen Cave suggests that it might have been these set of 

pictures that influenced Yeats to rework the play’s dance scene into a duet for Fighting the 

Waves, which is a strong possibility.97  

                                                           
96 The act of transformation in Noh is called monogi, which is described in detail in the second part of this 

chapter, on page 212. 
97 Cave, Collaborations, 53-54.  

Figure 119. Emer and the Musicians. Source: Theater Instituut Nederland. 
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Figure 120 and 121 Fand (back) and the Ghost of Cuchulain (front). We can see the Ghost in standing position 

in the left, and wearing the cloth in the right picture. Source: Theater Instituut Nederland. 

 

Figure 122 and 123. Left: Fand and the Ghost. Source: Cave, Collaborations. Right: Fand and Bricriu. Fand's 

high heels and the fence behind the Ghost are telling signs of a pre-arranged setting. Source: Theater Instituut 

Nederland 
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Figure 124. Eithne Inguba and Bricriu. Source: Theater Instituut Nederland. 
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Figure 125 and 126. Left: Bricriu and Emer. Eithne Inguba and Emer. Source: Theater Instituut Nederland. 

Figure 127. Cast of Vrouwe Emer. Source: Theater Instituut Nederland. 
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What we do know for certain is that soon after Yeats received the pictures and the masks from 

Krop in November 1927, he started to make arrangements for his new dance theatre project. 

From his letters to Lady Gregory and van Eyck, we learn that he finished the first draft of his 

ballet-piece, Fighting the Waves, by the end of January in 1928, and that he considered this 

“vigorous new version” “less poetical and much stronger than the old”, and thus more 

appropriate for dance theatre performance.98 His correspondence with van Eyck, Lady Gregory 

and Lennox Robinson during the year of 1928 suggests a clear change in Yeats’s approach 

regarding the ideal spatial arrangement for his newly imagined dance piece: from his original 

idea to produce the play for a small audience, on the studio stage of the Peacock he reached the 

conclusion of wanting to stage it as a popular piece for the general public, on the big stage of 

the Abbey. In his introduction to the Fighting the Waves in Wheels and Butterflies (1934) Yeats 

explains this shift with the effect Krops masks had on him: 

 

I wrote The Only jealousy of Emer for performance in a private house or studio, 

considering it, for reasons which I have explained, unsuited to a public stage. Then 

somebody put it on a public stage in Holland and Hildo Krop made his powerful 

masks. Because the dramatist who can collaborate with a great sculptor is lucky, I 

rewrote the play not only to fit it for such a stage but to free it from abstraction and 

confusion.99 

 

It is important to add that it was not only the masks and staging arrangements of the Dutch 

production that made Yeats reconsider the structure and style of The Only Jealousy of Emer. 

In 1926, the Abbey presented Sophocles’s King Oedipus in Yeats’s translation, which was 

advertised as “a version for the modern stage.”100 Yeats aimed at adapting the piece to fit the 

popular demand of modern adaptations, which he, according to the play’s reception and Yeats’s 

own accounts in his letters, accomplished with success.101 Following the performance on 7 

December 1926, Holloway described Yeats’s version as “very clear in meaning and actable.”102 

On the same day, in his letter to Olivia Shakespeare, Yeats commented on his achievement 

with some pride, and added that he aimed to adjust his upcoming Sophocles play, Oedipus at 

Colonus (1927) to the popular stage as well: “My work on Oedipus as Colonus has made me 

bolder and when I look at King Oedipus I am shocked at my moderation. I want to be less literal 

                                                           
98 Letter to Gregory on 10 January 1928, and to van Eyck on 4 June 1928. 
99 Yeats, Wheels and Butterflies, 69. 
100 The definition appears in the 1926 programme for the production, which is not accessible through the Abbey 

Digital Archives, however, it is reproduced in Miller, The Noble Drama of W. B. Yeats, 263. The same 

definition was kept in the play’s first published version by Macmillan in 1928.  
101 In his letter to Olivia Shakespeare on 7 December 1926, Yeats wrote: “Oedipus great success. Critics and 

audience enthusiastic.” The production was praised by the review of the New York Times, from which a few 

sentences were printed on the cover of the play’s first 1928 edition, published by Macmillan: “One does not 

expect to see an audience, drawn from all ranks of life, crowding a Theatre beyond its capacity and becoming 

awed into spellbound, breathless attention by a tragedy of Sophocles. Yet that is exactly what happened at the 

Abbey Theatre….It was an event hitherto unequalled in the history of the Abbey” Sophocles’ King Oedipus, 

cover. 
102 Holloway, Joseph Holloway’s Irish Theatre, I, 20. 
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and more idiomatic and modern.”103 The experience of “modernising” Greek verse drama 

influenced Yeats greatly in the formation of his renewed understanding of the dance play, and 

opened up new possibilities regarding their textual composition. 

 Another important influence on Yeats’s dramaturgical approach in the late 1920s was 

a series of work-related encounters with three artists of different disciplines, whose works for 

the popular stage had convinced Yeats that even more stylised pieces of dance theatre could be 

successfully presented for the broader public. These artists were: Ninette de Valois, Terence 

Gray, and George Antheil. Yeats met de Valois in Terence Gray’s Festival Theatre in 

Cambridge, where he saw Gray’s production of his own The Player Queen in 1927. Gray, who 

was a playwright himself and wrote several dance plays for larger spatial arrangements, staged 

another of Yeats’s earlier plays, On Baile’s Strand, in Cambridge, which provided living proof 

for the validity of choreographic interpretations on a large proscenium stage, even for plays 

that were not originally imagined for movement and dance. Yeats’s excitement about the 

possibilities that Gray’s staging of The Player Queen opened up for him is evident from his 

letter addressed to his wife, in which he writes that Gray’s staging had “impressed him most”, 

as it was “just what he had dreamed of.”104 Most of Gray’s productions were choreographed 

by de Valois, who thus seemed a perfect choice to invite to work on Yeats’s dance dramas in 

the Abbey.105  

After having found his new collaborator in dancer-choreographer de Valois, Yeats was 

introduced to the composer George Antheil through Ezra Pound in the spring of 1929, and 

found Antheil’s theories in music and recent work for the theatre both fitting and inspiring for 

his new project. From his letters to Lady Gregory and Shotar Oshima in March 1929 we learn 

that his expectations towards Antheil were largely based on the fact that he had “a great success 

with a musical setting for Oedipus” in Vienna in previous months, which means that he too had 

some experience with creating experimental art for the public stage.106 With the support and 

creative contributions of his new collaborators, Yeats found inspiration to return back to his 

play text, which he reworked substantially to make it more suitable for movement and dance. 

 

The Third Group of Materials: Fighting the Waves 

The Composition of Fighting the Waves 

Compared to his long and intricate writing process for the first version of The Only Jealousy 

of Emer, Yeats’s revisions for Fighting the Waves are clear and straightforward, and are 

contained in only a few manuscript drafts. There are two sources that consist of fragments of 

the evolving play text – the possibly dictated first typescript found in NLI 8774(5), and some 

pages of manuscript fragments in NLI 30,452 – which I am going to analyse together, 

                                                           
103 Letter to Olivia Shakespeare on 7 December 1926. 
104 Letter to George Yeats, 23 May 1927. 
105 A detailed description of de Valois’s work in the Abbey is included in Aoife McGrath’s Revolutionary 

Moves on pages 47-50. A comprehensive analysis, and an accompanying set of pictures and a DVD, of de 

Valois’s work in the theatre is provided in Richard Allen Cave and Libby Worth’s book, Ninette de Valois: 

Adventurous Traditionalist. 
106 Letter to Shotar Oshima, 24 March 1929.  
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discussing the most important changes Yeats applied in them in thematic division. The finished 

text appears in five slightly different typescripts, including the Abbey prompt script for the 

1929 performance and the final text, which was published in 1934 in Wheels and Butterflies.107 

After the brief analysis of the play’s composition, I am going to discuss some aspects of the 

Abbey’s production, based on the prompt script and other extant archive materials, such as 

Antheil’s music score and its recording, and some production pictures. 

 The most important principle in Yeats’s revisions for Fighting the Waves was 

simplification. The playwright rewrote the entire piece in prose, and employed drastic cuts both 

in characters’ descriptions and in the text’s manifold symbolic references. In the first part of 

the play, manuscript materials account for the shortening of the elaborate descriptions of the 

setting to a few words only. Characters’ personal space-imageries, including Fand’s complex 

symbolic characterisation as a creature of the sea, are also reduced, with only the most 

important spatial references remaining in the text. For example, Emer’s associative links to the 

hearth-fire are kept (“the hope that some day he and I will sit together at the fire as when we 

were first married”)108, together with the act of the fire-making (“I must throw new logs upon 

the fire and stir the half burnt logs into a flame, the sea is full of enchantment”).109 The Sidhe’s 

symbolic connection to the sea is also included in the text, but is phrased in much simpler 

grammatical constructions. A good example for this is the revision of Bricriu’s introductory 

sentence from “I have come from Mananan’s court upon a bridleless horse” to “I am one of the 

spirits from the sea.”110 

 Despite the drastic simplification of poetic imagery, Yeats maintains the foundations of 

the play’s visual referential system by leaving those passages in the text that define the fixed 

points of the door, the bed, the hearth and the Ghost in the playing space, and by keeping all 

stage movements that happen in relation to them. All of the moving tableaux and the 

“proximity-game” between Emer and Eithne Inguba at Bricriu’s arrival remain in the text, just 

as Emer’s move to the bed to gain “sight” from Briciru. Based on this, we might assume that 

the space dramaturgy of the first part of the play works similarly as in the first version. 

However, it needs to be emphasised that Yeats’s technique of choreographic meaning-making 

in The Only Jealousy of Emer relies on the coexistence and continuous interplay of two 

dramaturgical elements: poetic imagery and stage movement – or in other words narration and 

action. In the first half of the play, the conscious and consistent use of personal space-imageries 

is essential to underline the symbolic meaning for characters moves, and stage movement is 

similarly necessary to enhance the meanings conveyed through poetry. In Fighting the Waves, 

one of the two fundamental elements is always missing, which means that the type of 

choreographic meaning-making Yeats employed in The Only Jealousy of Emer here becomes 

impossible. My lack of practical experience with staging the ballet-version of the play prevents 

me from providing tangible evidence for this. However, my PaR inquiry on the space 

                                                           
107 These are: NLI 30,602, NLI 8774(60), LCP (typescript submitted to the Lord Chamberlain’s Office for 

licensing, for the play’s 1930 performance in the Lyric Theatre, Hammersmith, in London), NLI 21,494 (the 

Abbey Prompt script), and the published text in Wheels and Butterflies in 1934. 
108 NLI 8774(5), 3r. 
109 Ibid. 
110 NLI 8774(5), 4r, Yeats, Wheels and Butterflies, 88. 
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dramaturgy of The Only Jealousy of Emer highlights the validity of this claim, which will be 

discussed in detail in the second part of this chapter. 

 In the second part of Fighting the Waves, Yeats’s revisions follow a similar pattern as 

in the first part. From the two complementary dramaturgical components of action and 

narration, narration is consistently omitted: Yeats cuts the whole dialogue of Fand and 

Cuchulain, thus depriving the text of the patterns, styles and directions of movement he 

originally composed into its poetic structure. From a practical perspective, the loss of textually 

embedded choreographies in the dance sequence provides less ground for the dancer-

choreographer to build his or her movement vocabulary on: the slow circling and constant 

waxing and waning of the moon, the gestures of turning towards and then away from each 

other, the earth-bound posture for the Ghost and the bird-imagery for Fand are all important 

cues for the development of the physicality of the two characters, without which their 

characterisation becomes largely independent from Yeats’s text. The only textual cues that are 

still available for the choreographer and director are the stage directions Yeats rendered to the 

scene. These are almost exactly the same as in the play’s first version, except for one addition: 

in later versions of the script, Yeats extends his instructions with the line “they dance”, which 

indicates an important change in how he imagined the execution of the movement sequence.111 

It cannot be recovered when and why he started to think about the dance sequence as a duet, 

but it is very likely that the pictures of the Dutch players played a role in it. 

 Besides the above mentioned changes to its textual design, Yeats applies another 

important modification to the dance sequence: he endows Emer with a more prominent role in 

it, for which he introduces a series of new elements to its dramaturgical construction. As 

opposed to its previous versions, where Emer’s presence was barely noticeable, the revised text 

gives voice to the emotional turmoil she goes through before she makes her decision. Yeats 

extends her dialogue with Bricriu with sentences in which she is still reluctant to give in (“No 

no, never will I give that cry”),112 despite Bricriu’s repeated attempts to convince her 

(“Renounce before it is too late.”; “Quickly, quickly, they are not yet there.”) – all of which 

serve the purpose of foregrounding Emer’s final choice.113  

The second alteration to the scene concerns the timing of the dancers’ exit. Before Emer 

makes her final choice, Yeats instructs the dancers to go out, leaving Emer and Bricriu alone 

in the playing space. By removing the dancers, Yeats positions Emer into the centre of the 

audience’s attention in the scene’s climactic moment, which gives more dramatic weight to her 

sacrifice. In later drafts, to increase the dramatic tension in the scene’s final moments, Yeats 

adds references to an offstage sound that marks Fand’s leave with Cuchulain in her chariot. 

The use of sound to embody offstage actions is one of Yeats’s frequently used dramaturgical 

tools to evoke suspense or tension in the theatre space, which has been mentioned in relation 

to both of his previous dance plays. In Fighting the Waves, the “clashing” sound of cymbals is 

accompanied by Bricriu’s narration: “There is yet time. Listen to the chariot – They are 

trampling on the shore – their wild and trampling she has mounted into her chariot – but 

Cuchulain is not yet beside her.”114 

                                                           
111 NLI 30,492, 4r. 
112 Ibid. 
113 NLI 8774(5), 7r. 
114 NLI 30,492, 5r. 
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In addition to the dramaturgical changes mentioned above, Yeats revises the lines for 

Emer’s decision as well. This modification is probably the best example for what the 

playwright referred to as “freeing the text from abstraction and confusion.” In the play’s first 

version the decision was phrased as follows: 

 

Emer. 

If but the dead will set him free 

That I may speak with him at whiles 

By the hearth-stone, I am content –  

Content that ha shall turn on me 

Eyes that the cold moon, or the vague sea, 

Or what I know not’s made indifferent.115 

The same intention is expressed in Fighting the Waves in a single sentence: 

Emer. 

I renounce Cuchulains love – I renounce it for ever.116 

 

Based on the above overview of Yeats’s work on the script, we can conclude that due to the 

process of simplification and dramaturgical tailoring, the performance text for Fighting the 

Waves became less complex, and consequently less challenging to stage. On the other hand, 

due to the reduced number of choreographic instructions and symbolic references, the text also 

became more open to artistic interpretation – leaving most of its “imaginative suggestion to 

dancers, singers, musicians.”117 

 

The Performance of Fighting the Waves in the Abbey Theatre in 1929 

 

Yeats’s new ballet-play was performed for the first time on 13 August 1929 on the main stage 

of the Abbey Theatre. The production had six performances in the Abbey, and was re-staged 

once in the Lyric Theatre in Hammersmith, on 28 March 1930. Both runs involved the same 

creative team and cast, including Ninette de Valois as dancer-choreographer, Dorothy Travers 

Smith as designer for the costumes and the front curtain, Hildo Krop as designer and maker for 

the masks, and George Antheil as composer. The director was, as in most productions of 

Yeats’s plays after 1911, Lennox Robinson.118 To be able to reconstruct how the performances 

in the Abbey might have been executed, I consulted the annotated prompt script found in the 

Abbey digital archives, some performance pictures, a review published in The Spectator in 

August 1929, and the scores and an accessible recording of Antheil’s music.119 Interestingly, it 

                                                           
115 Yeats, Four Plays for Dancers, 45. 
116 NLI 30,492, 5r. 
117 Yeats, Wheels and Butterflies, 69. 
118 Robinson directed sixteen of Yeats’s twenty-six plays (the Sophocles translations included) altogether after 

the year of 1911, which makes him Yeats’s closest collaborator in the theatre in the playwright’s lifetime. 

Robinson directed two productions of Yeats plays even after the playwright’s death: The King’s Threshold in 

1941, and On Baile’s Strand in 1954.  
119 In the Abbey’s digital collection the only documents rendered to the production are the programme and the 

prompt script. The only pictures I could access are the ones included in Cave’s Collaborations. These are four 
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was the music that was most informative of the play’s arrangement for the stage, as the other 

(written and visual) archive materials provided insight to a few aspects of the production only. 

In the analysis below, I am going to summarise my findings based on all of the enlisted source 

materials.120 

 The most important additions to the play in performance were two new dances that 

Yeats imagined as a prologue and epilogue expressed through movement, danced by the actors 

playing the Ghost of Cuchulain (Hedley Briggs) and Fand (Ninette de Valois), respectively. In 

the opening scene, Briggs performed a short choreography that embodied the warrior’s fight 

with the waves, to which Yeats added new stage directions. From these, we learn that the 

choreography was suggested to include other dancers “representing the waves”, who would 

“gradually overcome” Cuchulain by the end of the dance.121 The purpose of this new movement 

sequence was to give visibility to a scene that Yeats rendered off-stage in On Baile’s Strand, 

and which was conveyed through Emer’s narration in the play’s first version.122 The 

Spectator’s reviewer summarised the scene as follows: 

In the first passage, before a curtain of huge tumbling seas, six green-veiled figures 

represented the flowing waters; and against these strove, in a dance that moved 

through and through their ranks, the figure of the hero, Cuchulain, blade in hand. 

Those unwearying rhythms prevail against his failing strength, and at last he sinks, the 

proud white mask thrown back in agony, as they rise. The hero has been overcome in 

his frenzied battle with the waves.123 

There are two audio-visual sources for Cuchulain’s dance in performance: a picture depicting 

Briggs with pupils of the Abbey School of Ballet, and Antheil’s music for the scene. 

Interestingly, both the picture and the music give evidence for a fairly restricted movement 

sequence. The picture shows that the performers were crammed in a relatively small area on 

the stage, which was a consequence of having to dance in front of the wave-pattern curtain that 

enclosed more than half of the playing space.124 This spatial restriction was needed to allow 

the positioning of the bed in the upstage area in pre-set. From the music recording we learn that 

the Overture composed for the opening was quite short, measuring approximately one minute 

and sixteen seconds. Given these spatial and temporal constraints, the opening dance could not 

                                                           
performance pictures and one drawing of Travers Smith’s costume design for Cuchulain. The review from The 

Spectator was accessed online through the journal’s archive database. For the analysis of Antheil’s music, I used 

the recording played by the Ensemble Modern, conducted by H. K. Gruber. BMG Music 09026-68066-2. 

Frankfurt: recorded 1994-1995. Although the sheet music published in Wheels and Butterflies is a piano version 

of the score, it helped me follow the recording and reconstruct the musical arrangement for the performance. 
120 Annotations to the prompt script indicate that almost all of Yeats’s revisions were added to the text before the 

rehearsal process, which means that they do not provide reliable information on how the actual production was 

executed. We can assume this from the fact that almost all of the stage directions in the Abbey script are already 

included in NLI 30,602, which predates the rehearsal script. Moreover, the prompt script mostly contains typed 

stage directions and not pencil annotations, which suggests the same. For this reason, I only pointed out those 

few textual revisions in my analysis that were made during the rehearsal process, and were informative of how 

the play was staged. 
121 NLI 21,494, 1. 
122 See the last dialogue of the Fool and the Blind Man in On Baile’s Strand in The Collected Plays. 277-278.  
123 The Spectator, August 24, 1929. 
124 Cave estimates the depth of the front of the stage from the curtain to the end of the stage for ten feet, which is 

approximately three metres. Cave, Collaborations, 61. 
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have allowed for an elaborate choreography for Cuchulain’s introduction, but was most 

probably restricted for a few moves only. 

 

The other information that we can gather of the opening scene of the performance is the role 

and positioning of the Musicians. From the prompt script we learn that instead of three, there 

were only two Musicians involved, who came on stage after the prologue, and remained in the 

playing area until the epilogue. The cloth-folding ritual was cut from the opening song, and 

was substituted with the simple act of drawing the wave-patterned curtain back during the 

closing song.  

Figure 128. The opening dance sequence from Fighting the Waves, with Hedley Briggs as Cuchulain. Source: 

Cave, Collaborations. 
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The prose sections of the performance are poorly documented, with only two available pictures 

depicting Emer’s knife-drawing act, and the closing scene with Cuchulain embracing Eithne 

Inguba. This means that we have no information on what the movement-map might have 

looked like or where the positions of the hearth or the door could have been. What we can 

gather from these two pictures is that the set contained one large, curtained bed, which was 

positioned upstage left, with the Ghost of Cuchulain beside it. This is important, as it shows 

that instead of locating the Ghost in the front of the stage as in the production of The Only 

Jealousy of Emer, Robinson kept him in the upstage area until the dance scene. While this 

directorial decision goes against the Noh-inspired dramaturgical principles Yeats originally 

envisioned for the first version of the play, it is an understandable choice considering the spatial 

requirements of the reworked piece. Leaving the downstage area clear could have provided 

Valois with more space for her choreography of Fand’s entry and her duet with Briggs. 

Figure 129. Extract from the prompt book for Fighting the Waves. In the pencilled annotations, the two 

Musicians are referred to as "Singer" and "Speaker". Source document: 13 Aug 1929 [prompt script]. 3281 PS 

0001, p3. Abbey Theatre Digital Archives. 
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Similarly to the prose sections of the performance, the climactic dance sequence is also short 

of reliable archive sources. In The Spectator, it is described with a mere sentence: “Fand, the 

sea-god's daughter—a wild, metallic creature of frantically rapid gesture—whirls noisily in and 

Figure 130. The knife-drawing act in Fighting the Waves. Source: Cave, Collaborations. 

 

Figure 131. The final scene in Fighting the Waves. Source: Cave, Collaborations. 
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dances before the wraith, and the hero's ghost, starting up, pursues her in new desire.”125 The 

most informative source here is undoubtedly the music, which supports the reviewer’s 

interpretation of the dance as “wild”, “frantic”, and “noisy.” Antheil composed a surprisingly 

short arrangement for the second dance sequence, which measures only ten bars in its piano 

version. The actual length of the piece in performance is difficult to estimate, as the ending is 

marked to be repeated ad libitum (as many times as needed for the choreography). Based on 

the recording, the orchestra version was similarly short, and included a chorus, which made it 

immensely dramatic. If this was all the music that the orchestra played for Fand’s duet with 

Cuchulain, then we can conclude that regardless of its length, the dance involved no changes 

in atmosphere or tempo, and included no variation or internal divisions. This seems strange 

considering that this sequence had the most complex structure suggested by its description in 

Fighting the Waves: it began with Fand’s dance “around the crouching Ghost of Cuchulain”, 

which later evolved into a duet. Yeats had also previously extended the scene with instructions 

for sound effects to enhance the dramatic impact of Fand’s approach, and kept those lines in 

the text that referred to the “trampling” of her horses after her exit.126 These additions suggest 

that the scene should have been accompanied by a constantly evolving music sequence, with 

some variations in its pace and character, which, apart from the one, short theme-fragment 

described above, was not realised for the performance. 

The final act of the procution, righ after the closing song, was Fand’s performance of 

the play’s “epilogue”, which Yeats entitled “Fand mourns among the waves.”127 The reviewer 

noted how de Valois’s “lightning movements changed to the slow, dead motions of despair”, 

which implies a more moderate and reserved choreography than the one she devised for her 

first appearance. There is only one picture available of the scene, which shows de Valois with 

her fellow dancers: 

                                                           
125 The Spectator, 24 August, 1929. 
126 “Bricriu. [Clashing of cymbals, etc.] Listen to that. Listen to the horses of the sea trampling! Fand, daughter 

of Manannan, has come.” These lines are inserted to the text in NLI 30,492 and are kept for the published script. 
127 Yeats, Wheels and Butterflies, 95. 
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Just as in the case of the previous movement sequences, the music provides additional cues for 

the scene’s interpretation, of which the most important one is, again, its brevity. Fand’s dance 

is approximately one and half minutes long, which is the same length as Cuchulain’s opening 

sequence. If we add up the length of all three movement pieces, it comes out for less than four 

minutes in total. Considering the fact that Yeats wanted to provide opportunity for more 

dancing in his piece, this seems shockingly short – especially if we compare it to the total time 

of the sung parts, which add up to approximately ten minutes.  

 The most important conclusion that we could draw from the above analysis is that in 

spite of Yeats’s attempts to rework his dance drama into a ballet, the result seemed to have 

been much closer to a short piece of musical theatre. With its restrictions both to the available 

space and the dances’ playing time, the performance would have needed to rely more on the 

meaning-making quality of words and music instead of dance or stage movement. Although 

the production’s reception was predominantly positive, even the largely supportive reviewer of 

The Spectator noted the brevity of the dances, claiming that “five minutes with the gods are 

not enough” and that the performance gave “the effect of a study for something greater.”128 

Yeats must have felt the same way, as instead of concluding his dramaturgical experiments in 

the genre of dance theatre with Fighting the Waves, he turned back to the play text of The Only 

Jealousy of Emer for its further development. 

                                                           
128 The Spectator, 24 August, 1929. 

Figure 132. Ninette de Valois and pupils of the Abbey School of Ballet performing the last dance 

sequence in Fighting the Waves. Source: Cave, Collaborations. Although this image is usually referred 

to as a performance picture, I consider it as a rehearsal shot, as the wave curtain is missing from behind 

the players, and the stage has much more depth than in the picture taken of the prologue. 
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The Fourth Group of Materials: Final Revisions to the Text of The Only Jealousy of 

Emer 

 

In his last revisions to the play, Yeats synthesised what he had learnt from the writing process 

of The Only Jealousy of Emer and from the practice of staging both its original and adapted 

script. His final corrections can be found in two drafts [a manuscript in NLI 8774(17) and a 

typescript in NLI 8774(18)], which give evidence for a quick and smooth working process.  

For the play’s final publication in The Collected Plays, the first part of the text remains 

exactly the same as in Four Plays for Dancers. Yeats keeps his elaborate poetic descriptions 

and the intricate web of spatial references, alongside all of the already inscribed stage 

movements. However, he revises the second part completely, based on the new dramaturgical 

solutions he introduced in Fighting the Waves. Yeats applies the biggest changes to the dance 

sequence itself, which he reconstructs in a way that it contains both the original dialogue of 

Fand and Cuchulain with all its choreographic implications, and those passages that 

foreshadow and enhance the dramatic effect of Emer’s sacrifice. The dancers’ earlier exit, and 

the offstage sounds that indicate their leave are also kept in the final script, with the intention 

to provide greater visibility and more dramatic weight to Emer’s decision. It is the shorter, 

more pointed version of the heroine’s last sentences that Yeats chooses to integrate into the 

text, which makes the play’s ending more effective, and Emer’s tragic stature more 

pronounced. 

Yeats’s final revisions to the script demonstrate that although the playwright initially 

identified Fighting the Waves as “much stronger than the old” version of the play, he eventually 

reconsidered his views, and used his simpler and “less poetic” ballet-piece as a transition and 

an important practice-based learning phase to compose an even stronger final play text. The 

fact that he eventually restored the poetic quality of the piece, and through that, reintegrated 

the play’s visual referential system into its dramaturgical structure signifies that Yeats regarded 

these elements fundamentally important, and unique to the composition of the dance plays. 

With its complex symbolism, and intricate dramaturgical methods to facilitate movement-

based meaning-making, the latest version of The Only Jealousy of Emer became one of Yeats’s 

most refined and well-structured dance play. 
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THE ONLY JEALOUSY OF EMER IN PRACTICE (PAR) 

 

As I mentioned in the previous chapter, my practical work on The Only Jealousy of Emer 

preceded the production of The Dreaming of the Bones, which means that the methodology I 

detailed in relation to the latter was initially developed for the former. Since the general 

principles and all of the foundational exercises of my practical approach to the plays have 

already been explained in detail, I will not provide further commentary on their intended 

purpose or working mechanism, but will focus on discussing them in the light of their use in 

the project for The Only Jealousy of Emer.  In the summary of my findings I will also point out 

the differences in how the applied methodology benefitted each rehearsal process, and explain 

what these differences indicate concerning the plays’ spatial composition.  

Although the structure and the rehearsal timeline of the two theatre projects were 

planned to be the same, there were two important factors that eventually extended the 

proceedings for The Only Jealousy of Emer both in time and in workload. Whereas The 

Dreaming of the Bones premiered in November 2019, during a relatively quiet time for theatre 

entertainment in the Galway area, The Only Jealousy of Emer was staged as part of the Galway 

Theatre Festival (GTF) in May 2018. Being part of the festival programme meant increased 

visibility on advertising platforms, and consequently higher estimations for audience turnout, 

but also more administrative pressure, and a less adjustable timeframe. Beside the 

commitments for the Festival, DancePlayers Company also had an invitation from the Thoor 

Ballylee Society in Gort to stage the play in Yeats’s tower in the same season. This meant that 

we had to plan for mounting the same production in two different venues within the same 

month, which seemed a challenging but exiting venture from the onset. The project was 

planned to include six performances altogether, four for GTF in the O’Donoghue Theatre at 

NUI Galway on 5,6,7 and 8 May (the last one followed by a Q&A session, hosted by Patrick 

Lonergan), and two in Thoor Ballylee on 26 and 27 May. 

 Based on my experience with directing At the Hawk’s Well, I calculated with eight 

weeks of rehearsals in my project outline, which included a two-week-long development phase, 

and a six-week-long rehearsal phase. However, in order to meet the internal deadline for GTF 

project applications, the cast needed to be assembled much earlier than the planned start of the 

rehearsal process. My first interviews and casting began in the second half of November in 

2017, with the first full-day workshop on 22 November, which marked the start of our 

development phase. After a long break, the cast came together again for further workshopping 

in February 2018, and the rehearsal phase proper began on 6 March. This meant that we had a 

much longer preparatory period and an extra two weeks in rehearsal compared to my two other 

Yeats theatre projects, which gave us more time for creative brainstorming and for preparation. 

 The cast for the first production of DancePlayers Company included Jérémie Cyr-

Cooke as choreographer and dancer in the role of the Ghost of Cuchulain, Catherine Denning 

as Emer, Orlaith Ni Chearra as Woman of the Sidhe, Orla Tubridy as Eithne Inguba, Oisin 

Porter as Figure of Cuchulain, and Lydia Muller, Alice Keane, and John Rice as singers.129 The 

music was composed by Ákos Lustyik, and was performed live by Gergely Kuklis on violin, 

                                                           
129 Because we were staging the play with live music, and had three instrumentalists involved, I will be referring 

to the Musicians as singers, and to the instrumentalists as musicians. 
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Péter Sebestyén on cello, and Una Ni Fhlannagain on celtic harp. The creative team involved 

Aisling Fitzsimons as stage manager, Sarah Timmins as lighting designer, Ronan Quigley as 

designer for masks and for the bed, and myself as director. 

My aim for the whole of the rehearsal process was to work according to the principles 

of a choreographic approach, following the formula of textmovementtext. As the 

application of the formula in this project turned out to be slightly different, and in some aspects 

underdeveloped, compared to its use for The Dreaming of the Bones, the structure of the two 

rehearsal processes did not match exactly. All of the alterations between the two practices will 

be pointed out in the below analysis. What was intended to be the same, however, was the 

definition of performance aspects and focus areas set to be examined during the process. 

According to this, the focus areas for The Only Jealousy of Emer were the following:  

1. How could the play’s innate visual referential system be used in rehearsal and in 

the actual production (both in the first and in the second part of the play)? In what 

ways will its function(s) change in performance in the second venue (Thoor 

Ballylee) compared to the first one (O’Donoghue Theatre)?  

2. Just as in my other two productions, I wanted to rely on Yeats’s principle of the 

shared performance space. We played At the Hawk’s Well and The Dreaming of 

the Bones in the round, because the innate choreographic design of both plays relied 

on circular and spirally patterns, which made their stage movements easier to 

accommodate in round-shaped performance spaces. This arrangement is probably 

the most obvious choice for establishing the conditions for a shared performance 

space, as the circular seating makes spectators’ presence visible both for the players 

and for the audience, thus breaking the player-spectator divide. Because of its 

inherent intimacy and closeness, the circular seating also supports a more direct 

engagement with the audience, making it an ideal set-up for Yeats’s dance dramas. 

In case of The Only Jealousy of Emer, however, I felt that the inclusion of fixed 

positions into the playing area, and the spatial restrictions this might impose on 

players’ movements would make it difficult to stage the piece in the round. I also 

wanted to refrain from a traditional proscenium arrangement to bring players as 

close to the audience as possible. Hence, my aim was to find an alternative seating 

plan that fitted the spatial design implied by the text, and at the same time 

conformed to the requirements of the shared performance space.  

3. My analysis of previous productions revealed how important the masks were both 

in the process of the play’s creative interpretation and in its reception. I was 

interested in how the masks of our production would be used in the rehearsal 

process and how they would contribute to its performance outcomes.  

4. In the textual analysis of the play, I pointed out Yeats’s dramaturgical technique for 

extending important movement sequences, which I referred to as moving tableaux. 

In my practical inquiry, I wanted to explore if these tableaux could be used either 

as a rehearsal tool or as a performance element. 

5. Yeats’s revisions to the play text showed his intention to give more dramaturgical 

agency and a tragic stature to Emer. I was interested in how the cast and creative 

team would interpret Emer’s rite of passage and final choice, and what direction 
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would their joint interpretation lead the production regarding the characterisation of 

the play’s protagonist. 

 

The Only Jealousy of Emer in Rehearsal: The Development Phase 

Physicalising the Text 

In our development phase we started with the exercise series that I previously referred to as 

physicalising the text. This involved all cast members in a workshop-setting, and aimed at 

providing space for a collaborative, physical exploration of the play’s poetic imagery and 

symbolism. The task of the actors was the same as described in the previous chapter, which 

was to find immediate physical reactions to some key words from the script. I used the opening 

song for this, as it contained references to the most important feelings and emotional states that 

the play’s narrative was intended to generate (both in the players and in the audience), yet it 

presented them as part of a unified, homogeneous poetic atmosphere. I wanted actors to access 

the emotions presented by the opening song, and to explore those movement qualities that they 

found most fitting to embody its governing mood. I chose five words for the cast to physicalise, 

which were: WHITE, WITHIN, LOVELINESS, BROKEN, LABYRINTH.130 After their 

individual work on these concepts, actors had to share their gestures with each other, and create 

a choreography for the whole song as a group. Just as in the case of The Dreaming of the Bones, 

this exercise proved to be important both for actors in their physical exploration of their 

characters, and for their collaborators, who took inspiration from their early physical responses 

to the play text. One of the most important findings of this first exercise was the recurring 

embodiment of the sea and its waves in motion by the players, which became the leading motif 

in Ákos’s musical arrangement for the opening song. 

                                                           
130 In my next project, I gave the cast further freedom in interpretation by letting them choose their own key 

words. See my description in Chapter Two, on page 121. 

Figure 133. Exercise with physicalising the text. 
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Physicalising Character 

The second series of exercises in the development phase was designed to physicalise character. 

Based on their previous personal engagement with, and collective corporeal interpretations of, 

the five key concepts of the opening song, actors had to create their own individual movement 

sequences from their gestures, which they then shared with the full cast. For the second part of 

the exercise, Gergely joined the group to provide improvised musical accompaniment for 

actors’ presentations. Just as in The Dreaming of the Bones, his improvisations were based on 

Ákos’s concept for the music he had started to compose in response to the first rehearsal 

session. 

Figure 134. Exercise in physicalising the text: exploring wave motions. 

Figure 135. Actors exploring their individual movement sequences as a group before their presentations. 

Gergely is playing the violin in the background. 
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Instead of using colours to explore characters’ physicality through the embodiment of these 

movement sequences, I asked actors to approach each gesture by using the four movement 

qualities defined by Michael Chekhov, which were: floating, radiating, moulding, and flying.131 

These movement qualities define four ways how each gesture could be presented, and help 

actors explore what kind of movement style befits their characters’ personality. As almost 

everyone in the cast had done training in the Michael Chekhov technique, it was easy to apply 

some of his terminology to our working process.132 Our most important findings in movement 

qualities were in the sequences of Orla (Eithne Inguba) and Orlaith (Fand). Orla approached 

the physical characterisation of Eithne Inguba through the qualities of floating and flying, 

which are contrastive movement types. The former is passive and yielding, being constantly 

exposed to the currents of external forces – like a gently floating seaweed in the ocean. The 

latter is swift and direct, and moves forward with a slicing certainty. It was interesting to see 

the duality with which these contrastive qualities endowed Eithne Inguba’s character: once she 

was timid, intense and nervous, then suddenly erupted with confidence and with a hint of pride. 

Olaith’s chosen qualities for Fand were moulding and radiating. With moulding, 

movement requires effort and a lot of energy, as the essential feel of the motion is to move 

forward while being blocked by every direction, as if trying to push through clay.133 Radiating 

                                                           
131 The four essential movement qualities are explained in detail in The Routledge Companion to Michael 

Chekhov (2015) in the section “Cycles of creation: Michael Chekhov and Yinyang Wuxing cosmology” by 

Daniel Mroz on page 304. 
132 This exercise was further developed for The Dreaming of the Bones project, where I used my own technical 

device with the application of colours to express contrastive emotional states rather than relying on a device 

adapted from another training technique. It has to be mentioned that the use of the Michael Chekhov technique 

for staging Yeats, and the use of Yeats texts for training in Chekhov’s method, is not my invention: both have 

been employed in the teaching practice of Michael Chekov technique trainer, workshop-leader, and director 

Declan Drohan in IT Sligo from the early 2010s. Drohan is in the process of completing his practice-based PhD 

in the topic with the working title “Energy Made Visible: Thresholds, Atmospheres and the Intangible in W. B. 

Yeats’s Poetic Drama as a Site for the Exploration Of Michael Chekhov's Psycho-Physical Performance 

Approach,” with a planned submission date in 2025. 
133 Max Hafler used this metaphor regularly in his workshops, which, having been attended by most actors in the 

play, seemed helpful to recall in rehearsal. 

Figures 136, 137, 138. Orla exploring the movement qualities for Eithne Inguba in her movement sequence. 
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is similar to moulding in that it demands actors to build up a strong core of energy inside, but 

is different in that this force in radiating could be spread out towards their surroundings, 

whereas in moulding it should be kept inside. Both qualities were important for Orlaith, as 

through them she could discover how it feels for Fand to be all-powerful by freely sharing her 

passion, frustration and anger, and to be more vulnerable and exposed by restraining and 

controlling her energies. 

 

Besides the findings through the work on qualities, the individual movement sequences brought 

important discoveries for everyone with regard to their characters’ posture and gestures as well. 

Orlaith and Jérémie started to explore the movement styles for Fand and the Ghost of 

Cuchulain, which grounded their choreography for the final dance, while Oisin and Orla 

discovered the fundamentals of their postures for Bricriu and Eithne Inguba. The most 

revealing results came from Catherine’s sequence, which provided a firm base for the physical 

discovery of Emer’s emotional journey. From her gestures, the two most important ones were 

devised for the concepts of BROKEN and WHITE. Catherine’s gesture for BROKEN was an 

uncomfortable, almost painful series of movements, which consisted of gathering something 

from her guts, choking it up, letting it go, and watching as it slowly moves away. She later 

described this as a “physical study of letting go”, and a preparation for renouncing Cuchulain’s 

love.134 Her gesture for WHITE was similarly demanding, both emotionally and physically. 

She explained that although she generally associates the colour white with something pleasant, 

this time it came to her as a feeling of a “horrible floating,” which she experienced as a result 

of opening up an imaginary door, stepping forward, and looking around “into nothing”.135 

Catherine’s description of her emotional journey from the pain of letting go leading towards 

the void of nothingness gave important cues both to Ákos and myself in our interpretation of 

the closing song, which will be discussed later in more detail. 

                                                           
134 Catherine Denning at the rehearsal on 15 February 2018. 
135 Ibid. 

Figures 139, 140, 141. Orlaith exploring the movement qualities for Fand in her movement sequence. 
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The second series of exercises related to character-work was the physical exploration of the 

most important lines for each role. Here, actors needed to physicalise those sections of the text 

where they felt that their character should change their position or posture on the stage. As 

opposed to its moderate success in the rehearsals for The Dreaming of the Bones, this exercise 

proved to be the most useful in the whole development process for The Only Jealousy of Emer. 

The significance of place-changes and proxemic relations in the play’s spatial design made it 

possible to use this exercise for pointing out the most important dramaturgical turns in the 

story, and for mapping the changes in characters’ attitudes and power relations. The most 

representative example for this is the movement series Orla devised for Eithne Inguba’s lines. 

Her interpretation embodied the already mentioned duality of the character’s personality, and 

aimed at discovering the constant changes in the power-relations between Eithne Inguba and 

Figures 142, 143, 144. Catherine exploring the gestures for BROKEN and WHITE in her movement sequence. 

Figures 145, 146, 147. Jérémie and Oisin exploring their characters' posture and gestures in their movement 

sequences. 
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Emer. Orla chose four lines for her exercise, which were: “No, Madam, I have too deeply 

wronged you to sit there.”, “Cuchulain, listen.”, “I thrust my shame away.”, and “It is no man.” 

With the first line, Orla moved backwards, and ended her motion shrinking into a shy, enclosed 

posture. With the second one, she moved slowly forwards, and cautiously bent down, leaning 

towards a direction where she assumed Cuchulain’s lying body. For the third line, she moved 

forwards again, but this time quickly and with more energy, throwing her arms up in the air for 

the word “thrust”. For the last line, she swiftly backed away from her previous position, 

concluding her move in the same confined posture that she devised for the first line. Her 

pendulum-like moves on the horizontal axis, approaching and backing away from the imagined 

position of the bed expressed the changes in her attitude towards Emer and her cause, which 

provided good base for our further work in the scene’s choreographic interpretation. 

 

Another movement series that needs to be described in detail is Jérémie’s physical exploration 

of the lines for the Ghost of Cuchulain. Jérémie’s gestures proved to be informative of both the 

movement vocabulary and the blocking of the play’s climactic dance sequence. From the four 

lines he chose to work with, the first one was “Who is it stands before me there…” Jérémie’s 

movement for the phrase started with a slow, aimless look around in a crouching position, 

which suggested confusion and the state of being lost. He continued with standing up suddenly, 

as if being pulled up by a string. He later explained that at the beginning of his sequence, he 

felt disorientated and extremely vulnerable, not knowing where he was and what he was 

supposed to do, until an external force that he assumed to be Fand, dragged him out from his 

starting position.136 His second phrase was “old memories”, for which he bent forward and 

slowly sank down to the ground, as if being brought closer to the earth by a cord that was 

connected to his head. For his third line, “I know you know, for long ago…”, he jumped up 

again, and confidently walked towards an imaginary partner with his hands reaching out for 

her. For his last line, “O, Emer, Emer” he slowly crouched down again. Jérémie’s first physical 

                                                           
136 Jérémie Cyr-Cooke in rehearsal on 5 March 2018. 

Figures 148, 149, 150, 151. Orla's pendulum-like moves for her four chosen lines for Eithne Inguba. 
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impressions underlined the importance of Emer’s symbolic links to the notion of time, 

memories, and a downward motion in space. Besides the earth-bound direction signifying the 

character of Emer, another important cue that helped us develop the movement vocabulary and 

choreographic structure of the dance was the change in Jérémie’s movement quality that the 

third line brought about. His sudden change from disorientation to determination at the phrase 

“I know you know” indicated that in the first part of the dance, the Ghost is completely inferior 

to, and dependent on Fand, who has full control over his actions. In choreographic terms, this 

meant that she could drag him around freely in the playing space, like a puppet on a string. 

After Cuchulain recognises Fand as the “half woman and half bird of prey” whom he met at 

the hawk’s well, he regains his agency and willingness to act, which makes him an equal partner 

for Fand for the second half of the dance. 

  

Figures 152, 153, 154, 155, 156. Jérémie's moves for his most important lines for the Ghost. 
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The third series of exercises that we did as part of our work on character was the process of 

mask-making for those players whose parts required a mask. While in the development for The 

Dreaming of the Bones there were only two actors involved in this, in The Only Jealousy of 

Emer the mask-exercise concerned five players. After the preparation of the clay and an 

exhaustive physical introduction, actors had to shape their rehearsal masks blindfolded, 

according to their chosen intentions for their character.137 Ronan Quigley, our mask-maker, 

was present for the whole duration of the exercise, helping and observing actors’ progress with 

the development of their masks. The fact that he witnessed the process of the mask-making 

proved essential for his own creative process of building the final masks for the production, 

which were all based on the actors’ own creations. 

 

 

 

The hands-on experience of working their intentions into a material object proved 

fundamentally important for actors’ character-development. Most of the players worked with 

the same lines that they already started to explore in their previous movement exercises, but 

the mask-making process brought new discoveries for everyone. Orla’s chosen intention for 

making Eithne Inguba’s mask was “I have too deeply wronged you to sit there.” She spent most 

of her time with building a long, protruding nose for her mask, which she explained with the 

need to express Eithne’s curiosity despite her naturally shy and reserved character. For her, the 

nose literally represented nosiness and an unwanted yet consciously maintained presence in a 

dangerous and hostile environment, which was an important addition to her previous 

characterisation of Eithne.  

                                                           
137 For the detailed description of this exercise, see the chapter on The Dreaming of the Bones on page 124-126. 

Figure 157. Ronan assists actors in preparing their clay for the mask-making exercise. 
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Oisin worked with the intention “Be silent; listen; I have not given you eyes and ears for 

nothing.” for Briciru. While during his movement exercises he was mostly interested in 

physicalising Bricriu’s mischievous, sometimes even playful attitude, the process of mask-

making pushed him towards the direction of digging deeper into the shape-shifter’s dangerous 

and evil side. His mask ended up having two large eyeholes and a threateningly creased 

forehead, which were the result of Oisin’s focus on the character’s gradually growing anger.  

 

 

Orlaith’s exploration of Fand’s mask was led by the intention “I was that bird of prey, and yet 

I am all woman now.” This was the line that she devoted most of her attention to in her previous 

movement work, aiming to embody both the female and the animal side of the Woman of the 

Sidhe. The new element in her characterisation during the mask-making was the dominance of 

Fand’s inhuman, bird-like features, which she shaped into clay by forming wings on the sides 

Figures 158 and 159. Orla's clay head for her mask for Eithne Inguba. 

Figure 160 and 161. Oisin's clay head for his mask for Bricriu. 
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and two small horns on the top of the mask. The clay head had no recognisable human features. 

Olaith explained this with her interpretation of Fand’s lines as lies: she felt that her character 

was only “pretending to be a woman”, and could never lose her inhuman quality. This 

characterisation is supported by the play text in Emer’s commentary on Fand’s appearance, in 

which she states that the Hawk-woman “had hid herself in this disguise and made / herself into 

a lie.”138 

 

Jérémie’s used the line “Memories have pulled my head upon my knees” as his intention for 

the mask-making. He devoted most of his time carving deep wrinkles into the clay-head, trying 

to materialise the “sadness and the heaviness” Emer’s memory evoked in him. Jérémie’s mask 

gave the impression of an aged man, whose features have been distorted by time. 

 

                                                           
138 Yeats, Collected Plays, 290. 

Figure 162 and 163. Orlaith's clay head for her mask for Fand. 

Figure 164 and 165. Jérémie's clay head for his mask for the Ghost. 
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Catherine worked with the line “I renounce Cuchulain’s love forever.” Although the act of 

letting go, and the abyss of nothingness that followed it have already been explored physically 

by Catherine in her previous discoveries, she did not want to devote herself fully to the feeling 

of renouncing Cuchulain’s love. Emer’s most important line was therefore not part of her 

previous movement exercises, which she explored for the first time during the process of mask-

making. She started her work with forming the mouth, as it was that part of the face she could 

best connect with. She explained later that the feeling of the choke coming from her guts and 

leaving her body as a “terrible cry” led her to make her mask into a silent scream. 

 

The Only Jealousy of Emer in Rehearsal: The Rehearsal Phase 

The Singers’ Group 

After the initial two weeks of the development phase, I divided the cast to smaller groups. In 

the first weeks of the rehearsal phase, I worked with the actors in different combinations (Emer 

& Eithne; Emer & Bricriu, Bricriu/Cuchulain & Eithne), and had separate sessions with the 

singers and the dancers as well. Jérémie was present most of the times during my work with 

the singers, but there were occasions when I left him on his own with the cast, giving him more 

creative freedom in instructing them in my absence. I did not attend his dance sessions with 

Orlaith in the first weeks of rehearsals for the same reason. 

 With the singers, there were two important milestones in the rehearsal process that 

helped us define their roles and physical presence in the production. The first one was the 

decision to use the cloth as part of our choreography for the opening and closing songs. We 

made our first discovery relatively early, in the first two weeks of the rehearsal phase, as a 

reaction to the music Ákos composed for the opening song. In his arrangement, Ákos relied on 

our initial physical interpretation of the poem as an extended metaphor for the sea, and used 

the constant swaying motion of the waves as the song’s governing motif. In this regard, his 

rendition of Yeats’s opening lyrics was similar to Antheil’s, whose music composed for 

Figure 166 and 167. Catherine's clay head for her mask for Emer. 
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Fighting the Waves “suggested, not the vagueness, but the rhythm of the sea.”139 However, 

apart from the recurring element of the sea-motif, the two musical adaptations differed 

substantially. Whereas Antheil made his setting overtly theatrical by dramatising each line, and 

dividing the piece to separate mini-episodes, Ákos’s interpretation was more poetic, aiming to 

evoke a sense of wholeness and a unified, homogeneous atmosphere. His version of the song 

was beautiful but melancholy, which set the tone for the play’s tragic outcome.  

To match the subtle gloom and narrative stance of Ákos’s music, we wanted to keep 

the choreography for the opening song as simple as possible. The idea of using a cloth for the 

opening and closing songs was a strong possibility from the very beginning of our preparation, 

which became justified after we started working with the new music. The incorporation of the 

cloth into the choreography had two important outcomes: firstly, the garment itself became a 

physical embodiment of the sea-imagery carried by the lyrics and the music, secondly, it 

simplified the singers’ moves to a few gestures only. After some experimentation with a 

triangular garment, we decided to reduce singers’ moves to a highly stylised series of motions, 

aiming to unfold the cloth at the beginning of the song and fold it back again at the end. With 

this, similarly to in my production of At the Hawk’s Well, we returned to Yeats’s original idea 

of the cloth-folding ritual.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
139 Yeats, Wheels and Butterflies, 78. 

Figures 168. The singers work on their choreography for the cloth-folding ritual. 
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In a later phase of our preparation, we introduced a new element to the movement-sequence, 

which was the inclusion of a series of place-changes for the singers during the cloth-folding. 

The pattern they had to follow was defined by the fixed positions that the production used as 

visual points of reference in its stage movements. In the final version of the choreography, the 

act of the cloth-folding was carried out as a procession in the playing space including five 

stations: the singers’ position as the starting point, the place of the hearth fire as the second, 

the position of the Ghost as the third, the bed as the fourth, and the position of the door as the 

final point. This symbolic journey was intended to call the audience’s attention to the 

significance of these places in the playing area, whose exact positions we defined later as we 

progressed with our blocking. 

We made our second important decision regarding the singers’ role around the fourth 

week of our rehearsal period, which also concerned the use of the cloth. As we progressed with 

our scene development with the actors, we had to consider possible staging options for 

Cuchulain’s mask-changes, and had to make decisions about the design of the bed (and its 

intended curtain, which would cover each mask-change). During one of our sessions with the 

singers, Jérémie raised the idea of involving them in the mask-changes as “visible stage hands”, 

whose task would be to bring in and move out the necessary masks for Oisin. After some 

consideration, I decided to follow and further develop this line of thought, because it reminded 

me of the dramaturgical device of the costume-change (monogi) in Noh theatre.140 The monogi 

represents the transformation of the main character, and is usually executed on stage as an 

important element of the performance, fully visible to the audience, with the help of stage hands 

(koken).141 Considering that Yeats wrote The Only Jealousy of Emer to elaborate on his idea of 

a mask-change on the stage, the interpretation of Cuchulain’s transformation as a monogi 

seemed valid.142 Therefore, we extended the singers’ role from mere narrators to spiritual go-

                                                           
140 Bethe, “The Use of Costumes in Noh Drama”, 12. 
141 Leiter, Historical Dictionary of Japanese Traditional Theatre, 624. 
142 The first mention of his plans for the play appeared in Yeats’s letter to Lady Gregory written on 10 April 

1916, in which he emphasised the mask-change on the stage: “I want to follow At the Hawk’s Well with a play 

on The Only Jealousy of Emer but I cannot think who should be the changeling put in Cuchulain’s place when 

Figures 169 and 170. Jérémie working with the singers on their choreography for the cloth-folding ritual. 
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betweens. The principle was that they would not intervene or directly interact with the players, 

but would have the agency to help the dramatic action unfold. This staging solution was similar 

to the one I applied for the Guardian’s entry in my production of At the Hawk’s Well, which 

was also influenced by Japanese stage dramaturgy. In both productions, it was my background 

knowledge in Noh dramaturgy that contributed the most to the definition of the Musicians’ role 

in the performance. 

Based on the above, the singers helped the actors perform their acts of transformation 

three times during the show. The first one was Oisin’s mask-change after the act of fire-making, 

which was carried out on the bed. Aiming to exploit the manifold practical functions of the 

cloth, we decided to use it as a substitute for the bed’s curtain as well. Without its actual curtain, 

the design of the bed became much simpler, and the act of the mask-change gained a more 

stylised, ritualistic quality. It is interesting to mention that this particular element of the 

performance was likely to have been similarly executed in the play’s first Dutch production, 

which is suggested by one of the extant pictures of the players in costume. The image in 

question (Figure 116) shows the Musicians extending the cloth, with one of the actors holding 

up Cuchulain’s mask above it. In our production, it was the First Musician who held Bricriu’s 

distorted mask up while he carried it into the central playing area, and showed it around to the 

audience before the singers exchanged it for Cuchulain’s heroic mask. 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
he is taken to the other world. There would be two masks, changed upon the stage. Who should it be – 

Cuchulain’s grandfather, or some god or devil or woman?” 

Figures 171 and 172. The mask-change in rehearsal and in performance. 
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As I noted in the first half of the chapter, the Dutch production exploited the multi-functionality 

of the cloth, and used the garment both as a prop and as an element of the dancers’ costumes. 

The latter was another similarity between our staging and van Daslum’s production, as in the 

fourth week of our preparation we agreed with Jérémie that the cloth in our interpretation 

should also be used as a dress for Fand. The idea was that we would involve the singers to help 

Orlaith putting the cloth on after she enters the playing space, which would otherwise be very 

difficult to manage without external help.143 The use of the cloth in this scene was intended to 

represent Fand’s border-crossing and transformation into human form. We imagined her 

putting it on as a kind of strange “bridal-dress” as she enters the realms of the living, and taking 

it off before she leaves, after her unity with Cuchulain becomes impossible. This kind of 

conscious exploitation of the multi-functionality of the cloth derived from my earlier directorial 

practice in the staging of At the Hawk’s Well. 

The last instance where the singers acted as stage hands in the performance was at the 

second mask change of the Figure of Cuchulain, after the spirit of Bricriu left Cuchulain’s 

body. As the cloth was planned to be removed from the bed for the dance, this transformation 

needed to be fully visible to the audience, without any part of it being covered by the cloth. 

Similarly to the monogi in the Noh, the exchange of masks here required swift, confident, but 

stylised moves from the singers, which could only be achieved through extensive and stringent 

rehearsing. 

 

                                                           
143 In my production of At the Hawk’s Well Eszter had to put on the cloth herself in a similar scenario, which 

proved to be very difficult in performance. For this reason, I wanted to avoid putting my actors into a similar 

situation again. 

Figure 173.  The mask-change in performance. 
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The Players’ Group 

My rehearsal methodology for the actors’ training group was based on the effectiveness of our 

earlier exercise series using characters’ most important lines. The fact that a task that aimed at 

monitoring the play’s place-changes proved so helpful for actors in finding their characters’ 

physicality justified the validity of further experimentation with the play’s visual referential 

system. As an introductory exercise, I asked actors to “dance out” their scenes by using those 

gestures that they found fitting and effective in their previous physical exercises, and by relying 

on their most important place-changes. The first version of the exercise was purely movement-

based, and did not involve line reading. Although we found some useful elements in the 

execution of this task, in its initial form it had little benefit for the scenes’ development. The 

deficiencies of the exercise stemmed from the fact that none of the actors knew their lines yet, 

which made their physical actions and stage moves messy and haphazard. Having seen the 

inefficiency of the first version of the task, I asked the players to repeat the exercise with their 

rehearsal masks on, and with the stage manager reading their lines in for them. 

In its second version, the outcomes of the exercise were much clearer. With the addition 

of the narration to their actions, and with the support of the masks that carried the essence of 

their characters’ features, actors’ movements gained motivation and power. This simple 

exploratory task helped players to find their positions and basic movement patterns for their 

scenes, and grounded most part of the blocking for the production. The biggest outcome of the 

exercise series was the definition of four fixed positions in the playing space, which signified 

the places of the door, the bed, the hearth-fire, and the Ghost. The exact spatial coordinates for 

these symbolic places were not determined at the beginning of the dancing-out exercise series, 

but were assigned as a result of actors’ week-long movement-based explorations. 

 

 

Figure 174. The opening scene in the second version of the "dancing out" exercise. 

By week three and four, almost all of the actors were off-book, which helped us concentrate 

more on the play text and its poetic devices. As the second phase of the dancing-out exercise, 
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I asked actors to explore their lines by adding gestures or a series of movements to where they 

felt the text suggested it. They had to amplify and exaggerate all of these moves during their 

scene work for a few weeks, until I asked them to internalise their gestures, keeping their most 

essential qualities only. The exercises we did at this stage of our preparation were the direct 

forerunners of the ones I used in the rehearsal process of The Dreaming of the Bones for Jérémie 

and Kashi. Although the line-by-line choreographic exploration of the text proved highly 

beneficial for The Only Jealousy of Emer, it did not contribute as much to the development of 

the performance as it did in The Dreaming of the Bones. The difference in the efficiency of the 

task stems from the fact that while in The Dreaming of the Bones almost all of the speeches of 

the ghosts include references to movement qualities or patterns, in The Only Jealousy of Emer, 

the number of these textually embedded mini-choreographies are significantly lower. One 

representative example for a section in which such a choreography could be found is a passage 

in Emer’s opening speech, where she describes Cuchulain’s fight with the sea. The movement-

sequence Catherine devised for the passage remained in integral part of her stage movements, 

and grew to become an important element of the performance. 

 

 

From the fifth week of the rehearsal phase (which, with the additional two weeks turned out to 

be eight weeks long) we concentrated on mask-work. Because the masks for the performance 

were intended to cover actors’ heads in full, I dedicated extra attention to vocal exercises, with 

the intention of integrating most of actors’ already explored moves into their voices. This 

became doubly difficult when we began to rehearse with live music, because some of the more 

subtle vocal inflections were lost due to the increased volume of speech. Balancing out the 

spoken voice with the music, combined with stage movement and dance remained one of those 

issues that had to be re-addressed at almost every rehearsal in the last weeks, and became one 

of the biggest challenges for the final performance. 

Figures 175 and 176. Catherine's mini-choreography for her speech on Cuchulain's fight with the sea (left), and 

her gesture for hope (right) in rehearsal and performance. 



Chapter Three: The Only Jealousy of Emer 

217 

 

 

The Dancers’ Group 

For the dancers, structuring and scheduling rehearsals seemed more difficult than for any other 

training group. The reason for this was that the dance sequence was much longer and 

structurally more complex than in my previous projects. As we have seen in its performance 

history, the difficulty of having to speak long passages of verse while dancing was emphasised 

every time The Only Jealousy of Emer was produced on stage. Finding a viable solution to 

overcome this difficulty requires conscious planning both regarding the scene’s rehearsal 

methodology and its execution. Although with DancePlayers I planned the order of working 

on the different elements of the sequence in advance (choreography, music composition, verse 

speaking, music rehearsals, music adjustment to choreography etc.), the various difficulties 

that arose during the rehearsal period made me reconsider my initial methodology several 

times. The order of composition I eventually found to be most suitable was the one I described 

concerning the dance sequence of The Dreaming of the Bones in my previous chapter, which I 

could only partly realise in this project. 

 In the production for The Only Jealousy of Emer, the first two important decisions that 

had to be made were related to the dancers’ dialogue and the basic structure of the dance. Based 

on their performances in our development phase, I found both Orlaith and Jérémie fully capable 

of delivering Yeats’s verse, which was a relief, considering my aim to investigate the play’s 

space dramaturgy based on the interplay of its poetic text and stage movements. With this in 

mind, I made the decision to keep the dialogue in the production in its entirety, to be spoken 

by the two dancers. Having seen their earlier interpretations of their roles in relation to an 

actively engaged, imagined partner, I decided to follow the dramaturgical set-up of Fighting 

the Waves in making the dance into a duet. 

 Our preparation for the dance started with a few separate sessions of physical 

brainstorming between Jérémie and Orlaith. For the second week of the rehearsal phase, the 

dancers defined the basic elements of their movement vocabulary, which were largely based 

on the work we did together in our development. These included Jérémie’s gesture for being 

pulled down by memories, and a physicality of being grounded and earth-bound in most of his 

moves. Orlaith was experimenting with some bird-like head and arm movements, concentrating 

on the expressiveness of her wrists. One later addition to the dancers’ movement vocabulary 

was the re-imagination of the two characters’ first physical encounter as an act of fishing, with 

Fand catching and holding Cuchulain in her grip. This idea matched Jérémie’s earlier feeling 

of being pulled up by Fand on a string, and also befitted Yeats’s description of the Sidhe as 

“dexterous fishers” who “fish for men / with dreams upon the hook.”144 

 Using the elements mentioned above, the dancers devised their first draft for the 

choreography of the dance, which included three main parts. The first section was a chase that 

began with Fand’s moves that imitated fishing, and dragging the Ghost around on a string. The 

two characters’ power relations equalised after the line “I know you know for long ago…”, and 

the section ended with Cuchulain’s chase for Fand. The second part of the dance was a duet, 

initiated by Fand’s assertion that she has fully transformed into human shape (“I am all woman 

                                                           
144 Yeats, Collected Plays, 290. 
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now”). The movement style for this section was different to the other parts of the dance, as it 

allowed for physical contact between the dancers, permitting the inclusion of some more 

difficult elements (lifts and catches) into its choreography. The duet ended with Cuchulain’s 

line “O Emer, Emer”, and his refusal of Fand’s kiss. This last part of the choreography was 

governed by Fand’s anger and Cuchulain’s growing confusion. To express the burning fury of 

the Woman of the Sidhe, Orlaith’s moves grew more violent, and her gestures and posture more 

bird-like. The cloth helped her in the development of these moves, as she could use it as heavy, 

flapping wings. My previous experience with working with a similar choreographic 

arrangement in At the Hawk’s Well helped me to facilitate Orlaith’s personal development in 

the scene, and provided a firm ground for further explorations. 

  

Figure 177. Jérémie and Orlaith in rehearsal for their dance choreography.  
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In the last three weeks of rehearsals we had one last challenge to face: actors had to learn how 

to act and move in their final masks, which were finished by Ronan in the last week of April. 

All of the masks were based on actors’ rehearsal masks, and were designed with the attempt to 

keep most of the features their makers endowed them with during the making process. The 

only exception to this was Orlaith’s mask for Fand, which, due to its inhuman features, had to 

be transformed more drastically to become wearable. For its alternative design, Ronan gathered 

inspiration from Japanese Noh masks, and from Hildo Krop’s original design for the mask of 

the Woman of the Sidhe. Ronan’s re-imagined version of the mask showed a strong 

resemblance to Krop’s original, which connected his work to the artistic heritage of mask-

makers who contributed to the play’s international recognition in the past century. 

Figure 178, 179, 180. Jérémie and Orlaith in rehearsal for their dance choreography. Figures 178 and 180 were 

taken on the set for the production’s video trailer. 
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Figures 181 and 182. Ronan's sketches for the final masks for Cuchulain (left) and Bricriu (right). 

Figures 183, 184 and 185. Final masks in the making: Emer's on the left, and Eithne Inguba's on the right. 

Figures 186, 187, 188. An unsuccessful draft, the final clay head, and the finished mask for Fand. 
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It is important to mention that it was not only the design of our masks that resembled the works 

of Dulac and Krop, but their reception was also strikingly similar both on national and 

international levels. Ronan’s designs became the elements that raised people’s attention to our 

production in the Galway area, and it was due to their popularity that we played with a good 

turnout in both our venues. As the PR campaign for the Galway Theatre Festival reached its 

peak in the last week of April, our cast had three different masked photoshoots for local cultural 

magazines and for the international press, which helped us appear on prominent foreign cultural 

platforms as well. DancePlayers even made into the UK Times’s news section. 

 Figures 189, 190 and 191. Press coverage and professional shots for DancePlayers and the masks in May 2018.  
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Figure 192 and 193. Press coverage and professional shots for DancePlayers and the masks in May 2018.  
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During our long rehearsal period, I could address many of the performance aspects and focus 

areas I defined in preparation for the project. I could assess the viability of using the play’s 

visual referential system as part of the rehearsal process, which proved to be successful both 

for actors’ character development and for blocking. I also gathered evidence for the practical 

benefits of using the masks as a rehearsal tool, as both the mask-making workshop and their 

consistent use at rehearsals greatly helped our progress. As far as Emer’s characterisation is 

concerned, there was a consensus about her tragic stature and heroic qualities in the cast from 

the very beginning of our development, which was confirmed by Catherine’s performances at 

rehearsals. However, all of the above mentioned aspects needed to be re-evaluated in the light 

of the production in its entirety, including their manifestation in live performance. Just as in 

my other two theatre projects, there were aspects that I had not considered important or 

interesting at the beginning, and which became essential components of the project in its final 

phase. All of these will be mentioned in the below analysis, which investigates the production’s 

performance outcomes. 

 

The Only Jealousy of Emer in the O’Donoghue Theatre 

In my design for the production’s performance space, my intention was to adapt to the idea of 

the shared performance space, while keeping the spatial arrangement we developed with actors 

during our blocking sessions. This involved the use of the four fixed positions in the playing 

space (door, hearth, bed, Ghost), and the allocation of a separate area for the singers. In order 

to bring the audience as close to the action as possible, and at the same time give players enough 

space to move in between their positions, we removed the fixed seating from the O’Donoghue 

Theatre, and performed in an arrangement that combined a thrust configuration with the design 

of playing in the round. We extended our playing space to the venue’s maximal capacity 

(9x9m), and seated most members of the audience (approximately fifty people) on three sides. 

As an unorthodox addition to this, we placed a large seating mat (4x2m) into the middle of the 

playing space, which could accommodate another sixteen people. This way, we created another 

arrangement that fitted Artaud’s description of the “holy space”: the public was “seated in the 

middle of the room”, from where they could “follow the spectacle” which took place “all 

around them.”145 The “deployment of the action” was, for most of the performance, “played in 

the four corners of the room”, in and among the “particular positions reserved for the actors”.146 

To highlight the importance of these fixed positions, we marked and connected them with a 

meandering, labyrinthine pathway, which was painted on the floor with a gently glowing, silver 

paint. This way, the performance space became a symbolic manifestation for the “labyrinths of 

the mind.”147 

 

  

                                                           
145 Artaud, The Theatre and its Double, 96-97. 
146 Ibid. 
147 Yeats, Collected Plays, 282. 
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The cloth, which had already gained an important role in the symbolic structure and movement 

composition of the piece, attained even more dramaturgical significance when we started to 

rehearse with it in the actual theatre space. To make its placement on the bed during the first 

half of the play visually more interesting, and to endow the performance area with a vertical 

expansion, we decided to hang one corner of the garment up on a hook on upstage right, next 

to the backdrop. The make this arrangement possible, we had to use an extremely large (7x3m), 

triangular garment for the cloth, which could serve all its intended symbolic and practical 

functions. Because of its size, it could be raised and extended above spectators’ heads as part 

of the cloth-folding ritual, it could be folded and adjusted onto Fand’s dress as an oversized, 

wing-shaped gown, and could be placed on top of the bed with one of its corners lifted up at 

the backstage wall. The high corner was suspended right above the place of the door, which 

made it possible to consider it as a symbolic bridge between the two worlds. 

 

Figure 194. Floor plan for The Only Jealousy of Emer in the O'Donoghue Theatre. The pathway connecting 

the fixed positions of the door, the bed, the ghost, the hearth, and the place for the singers is indicated with 

pencilled drawings. 
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Figures 195, 196, 197, 198 (below). Uses of the cloth in performance. On Figure 195, the spiral pathway can be 

seen glittering on the floor. 
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The above described arrangement of the theatre space helped actors’ stage movements to be 

carried out with more precision and with a greater dramatic effect, which led to a fuller 

exploitation of the play’s visual referential system in performance. In the following section, I 

am going to summarise how the inclusion of the fixed positions and the new arrangement for 

the cloth affected the meaning-making mechanism of the performance, both in its first part and 

in the dance sequence. 

In the opening scene, the movement-map of players was defined by the dynamics of a 

bipolar playing space, which was created by the placement of the cloth upstage centre. The 

cloth, being a vertical expansion of the bed itself, functioned as a clear spatial divide between 

the two sides of the performance space, allocating an area for Eithne on its right, and for Emer 

on its left side. During their dialogue, the two women expressed their emotions by positioning 

themselves along the line of a diagonal axis, with the door on one, and the hearth on its other 

end. When Eithe Inguba felt vulnerable or threatened, she moved towards stage right and away 

from Emer’s domain, and when she summoned up her courage or felt more willing to act, she 

crossed the border of the cloth towards stage left. Her indecisive, pendulum-like moves and 

Emer’s calm and confident place-changes were composed in a way to keep the two of them 

mostly in their own areas. They only moved closer to each other for one moment of 

“togetherness”, which happened behind the bed, and functioned as a choreographic expression 

of their alliance for their shared cause (“we alone may watch together here / because we have 

loved him best”; “we are two women struggling with the sea”). 

For the act of the fire-making, Emer positioned herself to the place of the hearth, which 

was, in accordance with Yeats’s stage directions, “at a distance from Cuchulain and Eithne 

Inguba”, on downstage left.148 Following the principle of providing as much space for stage 

movements as possible, this distance was approximately three and half metres in diagonal. The 

length of Emer’s walk back to the bed after Bricriu’s awakening made the “proximity-game” 

between her and Eithne Inguba particularly effective. In agreement with the cast, I decided to 

let Eithne witness Cuchulain’s full transformation, and only instructed her to leave after Bricriu 

had shown his distorted face to her. Only this way did the next part of the dialogue make full 

sense, as it builds upon the act of Bricriu seeing Eithne leave.149 While this interpretation did 

not go against the idea of interpreting the second part of the play as Emer’s vision, as suggested 

by Cave, it confirmed the dramaturgical necessity of timing Eithe Inguba’s exit for the moment 

when she had already seen or felt the presence of the spirit. 

                                                           
148 Yeats, Collected Plays, 286. 
149 Figure of Cuchulain. I show my face, and everything he loves must fly away. 

Emer. […] I have not fled your face. 

Figure of Cuchulain. You are not loved.”  

Yeats, Collected Plays, 288. 
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Figures 199 and 200. Eithne Inguba and Emer after Eithne’s entry (above), and in their moment of 

“togetherness” (below). 



Chapter Three: The Only Jealousy of Emer 

229 

 

Similarly to its function as a visual point of reference in the first part of the performance, the 

bed served as a central element in the movement-map for the dialogue of Emer and Bricriu as 

well. With Bricriu’s awakening, the cloth was removed from it, which broke the earlier 

horizontal divide of the playing space, providing more freedom for the players for their place-

changes. Emer used the whole downstage area for her moves, whereas Bricriu stayed on and 

around the bed for the whole duration of the scene. To emphasise its symbolic significance as 

an area of liminality and transformation, and to provide dramaturgical justification for Bricriu’s 

line in which he asks Emer to “come closer to the bed” so that he can “touch her eyes and give 

her sight”, the act of border-crossing was conducted on the bed itself.150 

Just as in the case of the other fixed positions, we followed Yeats’s stage directions in 

the placement of the Ghost. Jérémie was instructed to crouch down “near the front”, on 

downstage right, close to the corner of the floor mat. His sudden appearance surprised most of 

the spectators, because although he was in his position from the very beginning, his presence 

was barely noticeable among the audience members seated on the floor. With this arrangement, 

we managed to create the effect Yeats intended to evoke with all of his dance plays: we 

distanced and alienated our “masked players” by drawing them as close to the audience as 

possible.151 

  

                                                           
150 Yeats, Collected Plays, 289. 
151 Yeats, Four Plays for Dancers, 3. 

Figure 201. Emer at the position of the hearth. 
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Figures 202 and 203. Above: Bricriu touches Emer's eyes on the bed. Below: Emer notices her husband. 
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The inclusion of the fixed positions and the vertical arrangement of the cloth triggered some 

changes in the choreography for the dance sequence too. The first one concerned Fand’s series 

of movements before and during her transformation. As the cloth was originally designed to be 

worn as part of her dress for the dance, its suspended corner had to be fixed in a way to let 

Orlaith detach it at the end of her transformation with one confident move. This turned out to 

be a difficult technical challenge, which we eventually accomplished with the use of a quick 

release snap shackle that let the cloth fall off the hook as Orlaith pulled a cord.152 Despite the 

obvious technical hazard this arrangement proposed for the scene, it was worth all the trouble 

and additional rehearsal time it required. Not only was it extremely effective visually, but it 

also corresponded with the idea of the cloth symbolising a bridge between the worlds of the 

living and the supernatural. When Fand’s transformation into bodily form was complete, she 

detached herself from the world of the Sidhe, and embraced her humanity by putting on her 

white “bridal dress”. With the removal of the cloth, the visual signifier for the position of the 

door also disappeared, which was in accord with Yeats’s intention to lessen its dramaturgical 

significance in order to direct spectators’ attention to Fand herself. 

 The second change was introduced to the movement-map of the duet. Although in my 

textual analysis I observed that during the dance scene, the means of Yeats’s choreographic 

meaning-making shifts from relying on placement and proximity to depending more on 

movement style and gesture (as described in the poetic dialogue of the Ghost and Fand), we 

found practical evidence for the successful use of the fixed positions in this part of the play as 

well. I have already mentioned that Jérémie’s gesture for memory was the same downward 

move that he devised for Emer’s name. In the final version of the dance-choreography, 

whenever the Ghost mentioned Emer or his memories of her, he positioned himself to the place 

of the hearth, and performed one version of his downward gesture.153 This restricted, place-

bound physicality was in sharp contrast to his movement style in other parts of the dance, which 

allowed free motion in the whole performance space, including the downstage area below the 

seating mat. This choreographic contrast between being confined into Emer’s fixed position 

and moving freely without any spatial restrictions with Fand embodied the two possible 

outcomes of the play’s narrative. Similarly to in At the Hawk’s Well, at the end of the dance a 

decision had to be made. This time, however, it was not Cuchulain who made the final choice, 

but his wife. 

 

                                                           
152 The snap shackle is a device that is usually used for rigging and marine applications. 
153 This happens three times in the text: “Old Memories […] Memories / Have pulled my head upon my knees”; 

“my memories / weight down my hands, abash my eyes”; “Woman of the Sidhe. So then it is she / Made you 

impure with memory. Ghost of Cuchulain. O Emer, Emer, there we stand…”. Yeats, Collected Plays, 291, 292, 

293.  



Chapter Three: The Only Jealousy of Emer 

232 

 

The next performance aspect that needs to be re-assessed based on our performance outcomes 

is the tragic stature and heroic qualities of Emer. As we stepped into the last weeks of our 

rehearsals, it became clear that Emer’s heroism and the tragic weight of her final sacrifice 

needed to be further emphasised by means of staging. The first dramaturgical tool that we used 

to achieve this was Yeats’s very own method of a contrastive juxtaposition for the character of 

Cuchulain and the three female figures.154 As I argued in the first part of the chapter, Yeats 

consciously highlighted Cuchulain’s weakness and vulnerability as opposed to the power and 

strength of female characters in the play text, which only became more apparent with his last 

revisions. As Adrian Paterson phrases it, in the final version of The Only Jealousy of Emer, 

                                                           
154 On Yeats’s uses of contrast, see my analysis on pages 153-154. 

Figures 204, 205, 206. Above left: Fand prepares for detaching the cloth at the end of her transformation. Above 

right: Fand and the Ghost dance in the downstage area, among the audience. Below: the Ghost at the position of 

the hearth. Behind him a furious Fand. 
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“men can suggest but not act: it is the women who do and command.”155 Our production 

attempted to accentuate this female-oriented power-balance by pointing out those reactions of 

Cuchulain, let it be verbal or non-verbal, which conveyed his frailty, dullness, and unceasing 

confusion. His hesitant moves and dreamy tone for the short phrases that expressed his 

dependence on female characters (“Your mouth! Your mouth!”; “O Emer, Emer!”; “Your 

arms, your arms! O Eithne Inbuga…”), and the movement-choreography Jérémie devised for 

him his part of the dance were all indicators of the character’s impotence. 

One additional element that we exploited in performance with the same purpose was 

Fand’s last monologue that she addresses to Cuchulain before she leaves. Although initially we 

did not devote special attention to this section of the text, we realised its dramaturgical 

significance in relation to Cuchulain’s portrayal when we started to rehearse it in our final 

spatial arrangement. In the O’Donoghue Theatre, Fand’s speech was designed to be delivered 

on downstage right, very close to the floor mat. As our general intention with the placement of 

the mat was to facilitate actors’ direct engagement with the audience, I instructed Orlaith to 

experiment with addressing her final speech to the audience instead of saying it to Cuchulain. 

When delivered directly to the spectators, the speech sounded as an overly frustrated, and 

uncomfortably honest reprimand, and a furious call out to our society. It pointed out 

Cuchulain’s infidelity and weakness, but brought the issue to another level by calling 

spectators’ attention to the fact that they live in a society that favours forgetting over 

remembrance, where “no one speaks of broken troth”, and where such (anti-)heroes as 

Cuchulain could be blindly celebrated.156 

 

 

 

                                                           
155 Paterson, “Yeats at Ballylee”, 5. 
156 Yeats, Collected Plays, 293. 

Figure 207. Fand delivers her final speech to the audience. 
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Our emphasis on the play’s unorthodox portrayal of Cuchulain and its sharp criticism on (Irish) 

society was not a novelty in the performance history of the play. Although in Fighting the 

Waves, Cuchulain’s portrayal is less derogatory due to his active presence in the play’s 

additional dance-prologue, the reception of the 1929 performance suggests that Lennox 

Robinson’s interpretation of the warrior’s character was very similar to ours, which generated 

some discomfort in its viewers. The reviewer of The Spectator phrased his disappointment with 

this aspect of the production as follows: 

[…] the whole drama turned upon Cuchulain as a devourer of women. He was 

personified and indiscriminate lust. All the heroic trappings thus were cloaked about 

the most paltry of emotions, and to a virile mind the flavour of the whole performance 

was soured.157 

The last dramaturgical device we employed to highlight the heroism of Emer and the play’s 

tragic outcome was a moving tableau for the closing song. Yeats’s conscious reliance on these 

suspended moments in the dramaturgical design of the play suggested that I consider their use 

both as a rehearsal tool and as a performance element in my practical inquiry. Although I did 

some exercises using tableaux to strengthen ensemble work, they were not considered highly 

important in my methodology; hence, these were not detailed in my previous descriptions. I 

had a similar experience with their intended inclusion into the structure of the performance. In 

the final weeks of the rehearsal phase, I realised that all of those parts in the performance where 

the text indicated the formation of a tableaux (e.g. the act of fire making or Fand’s entry) 

included much more action and dynamic movement than what their textual composition had 

previously suggested. For this reason, in the production I did not consider these elements as 

tableaux, but as shorter movement sequences. The only actual tableau that we used in the 

performance was the composition we created from actors’ bodies at the end of the last scene. 

After Cuchulain uttered his last words and embraced the returning Eithne Inguba, I instructed 

players to freeze, and maintain their positions until the end of the closing song. With this, my 

aim was to present the outcome of Emer’s sacrifice in a single image: with the embracing 

couple on stage right, and the solitary figure of Emer on stage left.  

In our production, the closing song was not about Fand, as it is suggested by most 

academic interpretations, but about Emer.158 The singers in our closing sequence sang about 

her “bitter reward” and her “tragic tomb”, while they acted out the cloth-folding ritual. In 

agreement with Alexandra Poulain’s reading, in which she argues that the closing song 

describes a “kind of death” for Emer as a result of her sacrifice, we used the cloth to present 

her symbolic death in a more literal way.159 During their closing procession, the singers carried 

the cloth around one last time, slowly, and with an air of grief, as if they were holding up a 

                                                           
157 The Spectator, August 24, 1929. 
158 In his analysis on the play, Harold Bloom writes: “Fand, the woman of the Sidhe, is the ‘statue of solitude, / 

moving there and walking,” a phantom with a beating heart, like the Chirst of The Resurrection.” Bloom, Yeats, 

305. A similar interpretation is phrased by Alexander Norman Jeffares, A. S. Knowland, and Barton R. 

Friedman, who interpret the closing song as the lyrical description of Fand’s bitterness. See: Friedman, 

Adventures in the Deeps of the Mind, 126; Jeffares and Knowland, A Commentary on the Collected Plays of W. 

B. Yeats, 121-122. 
159 Poulain, “Westward ho!”, 98. 
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shroud. The performance concluded with Emer’s figure being left on her own – as a “statue of 

solitude”. 

Figures 208, 209, 210. Above: the final tableau. Middle: the singers holding the shroud for the closing song. 

Below: the final moment of the performance - the statue of solitude. 
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The Only Jealousy of Emer in Thoor Ballylee 

After our successful run at the Galway Theatre Festival, we had only a few weeks to prepare 

for our two additional performances at Thoor Ballylee, which took place on 26 and 27 May 

2018. Rehearsal options were sparse: after a half-day field trip to the site in late April with 

some members of the cast, we only had two rehearsal dates to re-block and rehearse the show 

in its new setting. One blocking rehearsal took place in the afternoon of 16 May, and we 

devoted a full day to rehearse the piece on the day of the first performance on 26 May. 

 The choice of the venue was not mine – it was triggered by the initiative of the Thoor 

Ballylee Society, who wanted to inaugurate Yeats’s Tower as a space for performance and 

cultural entertainment. Although there had been several concerts, readings, and other cultural 

events on the ground floor and in the hall of the building, the whole space, including its three 

floors and the winding stair that connected them, had not been used for performances before. 

The idea was to stage one of Yeats’s plays in the building in a way to exploit as much from the 

unique architectural design and symbolic qualities of the site as possible. I found The Only 

Jealousy of Emer a most appropriate choice for the project, as its domestic setting and 

dramaturgical emphasis on the atmosphere of the home suited well the character of the Yeatses’ 

late residence. The plural possessive form has a particular significance here, as Thoor Ballylee 

was the first property that the poet purchased as a married man, with the intention to renovate 

and furnish it as a family home. He moved into the Tower with his wife, George Hyde-Lees 

and their daughter Anne in 1919, and spent most of their summers there until 1928.160 

 Although our interpretation of The Only Jealousy did not stem from a biographical 

reading of the play, its connections to Yeats’s life events, family background and personal 

symbolism gained special significance in relation to the performances at Ballylee. Considering 

that Yeats regarded Cuchulain as his literary alter-ego both in his poetry and dramatic works, 

the manifold symbolic connections between the play’s setting and Yeats’s Tower are 

immediately apparent.161 Cuchulain’s “famous house” in Dundalk bears architectural 

similarities with the Castle of Ballylee, not to mention their symbolic significance in Yeats’s 

oeuvre. The Tower’s history, rooting back to medieval times when it functioned as a fortified 

residence for a Norman landowner, provides further analogies with Cuchulain’s ancestral 

residence and war-ridden background, which, through the ownership of Ballylee, connects to 

Yeats’s personal life and symbolism. In “The Tower”, the poet commemorates this connection: 

 

Before that ruin came, for centuries, 

Rough men-at-arms, cross-gartered to the knees 

Or shod in iron, climbed the narrow stairs, 

And certain men-at-arms there were 

Whose images, in the Great Memory stored, 

Come with loud cry and panting breast 

To break upon a sleeper's rest 

                                                           
160 Hanley and Miller, Thoor Ballylee, 19. 
161 For an elaborate analysis on the correspondences between Yeats’s life and the figure of Cuchulain, see Brigit 

Bjersby’s monograph The Interpretation of the Cuchulain Legend in the Works of W. B. Yeats and Brendan 

Kennelly’s article “The Heroic Ideal in Yeats’s Cuchulain plays.” 
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While their great wooden dice beat on the board.162 

 

A similar evocation of the castle’s old warriors is found in “Meditations in Time of Civil 

War”, in which one of them is juxtaposed with the poet’s own image: 

 

Two men have founded here. A man-at-arms 

Gathered a score of horse and spent his days 

In this tumultuous spot, 

Where through long wars and sudden night alarms 

His dwindling score and he seemed castaways 

Forgetting and forgot; 

And I, that after me 

My bodily heirs may find, 

To exalt a lonely mind, 

Befitting emblems of adversity.163 

 

In addition to Yeats’s personal connections to the figure of Cuchulain and his residence, 

another obvious biographical reference needs to be mentioned in relation to the Tower and the 

play’s dramatic personae. The symbolic correspondence between female characters of The 

Only Jealousy of Emer and the women in Yeats’s life have been widely discussed in Yeats 

                                                           
162 Yeats, The Collected Poems, 166. 
163 Ibid. 171. 

Figure 211. Thoor Ballylee in May 2018. Picture credit: Melinda Szuts. 
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scholarship, and hence do not require further analyses.164 However, the links between George 

and Emer’s character gain special significance in the context of producing the play in Ballylee, 

as George’s hard work and devotion in making Yeats’s Norman tower into a home is in many 

ways analogous to Emer’s attempts to protect the hearth-fire and to provide a safe domestic 

environment for Cuchulain. Yeats described the peaceful and harmonious life George provided 

for him and their family in many of his letters, among which one is particularly fitting here, as 

it illustrates how his wife brought beauty and order to the Tower and its surroundings: “It is a 

great pleasure to live in a place where George makes at every moment a fourteenth century 

picture. And out of doors, with the hawthorn all in blossom all along the river banks, everything 

is so beautiful that to go elsewhere is to leave beauty behind.”165 

Another important factor that highlights George’s contribution to the making of The 

Only Jealousy of Emer is the fact that it was in the early years of their marriage with George 

when Yeats become involved in automatic writing (communication with spirits by writing, 

through mediumship), which was conducted through collaborative spiritual sessions with 

George acting as medium and W. B. as interlocutor, and which eventually grounded the 

symbolism of A Vision, and many of Yeats’s late works, including The Only Jealousy of Emer. 

In her book on the Yeatses’ spiritual experiments (The Wisdom of Two: The Spiritual and 

Literary Collaboration of George and W. B. Yeats), Margaret Mills Harper highlights George 

Yeats’s substantial role in the creation of those literary works that were written simultaneously 

with, and in response to, the automatic writing sessions, and argues that the couple’s 

collaboration was not merely spiritual, but also literary, thus claiming partial authorship to 

George in Yeats’s oeuvre.166 The timing of Yeatses’ move to the Tower suggests that some of 

the sittings that influenced the creation of the themes and narrative frame of The Only Jealousy 

of Emer could have happened in Ballylee, which makes the play’s manifold links to the place 

and to George even more important. In Adrian Paterson’s words, through George’s mediation, 

“the tower was made a symbol of familial artistic collaboration.”167 Because of these 

biographical connections, bringing the play with DancePlayers to Thoor Ballylee was, in a 

way, bringing the play home. 

The re-connections of players and audience with the site of the performance, and 

through it, with the cultural-literary heritage of the Yeats family and the place of Ballylee itself 

is a good example for the phenomenon that Morash and Richards describe as a salient feature 

of Irish site-specific theatre. They write:  

The kind of place-specific/audience-specific theatre links first-order spatial 

identification with second-order cultural identification in a context that extends the 

process beyond the walls of the theatre, and beyond the duration of the performance. 

                                                           
164 In her article , “The Only Jealousy of Emer: Yeats’s Dramatic Art of Symbolic Representation”, Yoko Sato 

discusses these biographical references in considerable detail, and includes an analysis of the related pages of 

the automatic script, in which the Yeatses interrogate their communicators regarding the symbolism of the three 

female characters. Sato, “The Only Jealousy of Emer”, 29. A more comprehensive discussion on the topic is 

provided in: Mills Harper, A Wisdom of Two, 193. 
165 Letter to John Quinn, 5 June 1922. 
166 The symbolism of The Only Jealousy of Emer, as it was received through the mediumship of George, is 

discussed in considerable detail in Harper’s book. Mills Harper, A Wisdom of Two, 193-198. 
167 Paterson, “Yeats at Ballylee,” 6. 
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The extension of the process of creating place from space by binding spatial 

identification to cultural identification is a defining characteristic of much site-specific 

theatre in Ireland that is concerned with a dramatic revelation of specific places. 

Through becoming the physical location and thematic focus of the drama, places were 

imaginatively returned to the possession of local audiences as part of the social agenda 

of the site-specific work.168 

The site-specificity of the project, and more specifically, the adaptation of the performance to 

the interior of the Tower required substantial changes both in its blocking and playing style. 

During our initial blocking rehearsal it became clear that none of the three floors was suitable 

to accommodate all of the scenes from the play, so the division of the performance into smaller 

sections was inevitable. From this it followed that the play would be staged in multiple rooms 

on several levels, which required a mobile audience. This concept corresponded with the 

original idea of the Thoor Ballylee Society, as it proposed a moving performance, involving 

the rooms upstairs and the staircase. As the biggest room was approximately 25 square metres, 

which was half the size of our playing space in the O’Donoghue Theatre, and most of the rooms 

were furnished, a close proximity to, and a direct engagement with, the audience was 

guaranteed. The use of the winding stair and a journey up from the ground floor to the top level 

provided a vertical axis to the performance, with which the two most important conditions of 

my prerequisites for a shared performance space were met. 

 As an addition to the scenes played indoors, we extended the production with a short 

“moving prologue”, which started outside, at the far side of the little park that belongs to the 

site. The prologue was arranged as a shared procession with the audience along the little 

pathway that follows the stream by the Tower. It was led by the singers and the musicians, who 

played music as they guided the audience along the path and into the building. The actual 

performance started on the ground floor with the opening song, and moved up one level into 

the Yeatses’ living room for the first part of the play. As the living room was partly furnished, 

and accommodated the original bed made for the production, the dance scene had to be moved 

into the biggest space of the house, which was the stranger’s room on the top floor. We did not 

play in the bedroom on the second floor, as another transition between scenes would have made 

the performance too drawled and segmented. 

                                                           
168 Morash and Richards, Mapping Irish Theatre, 160. 
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Figures 212, 213, 214 (below). The procession along the river and towards the Tower, led by the singers. 
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Figure 215. The opening song on the ground floor of the Tower. 
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With the above blocking and spatial arrangement, our cast faced some serious practical 

difficulties, most of which were related to the lack of space and visibility. The cloth was too 

large to move and dance with in the small playing spaces, and the staircase was too narrow to 

provide safe movement for masked actors and secure transport for the larger instruments (harp 

and cello). The musicians had very little visibility of the action, and the players also had 

restricted views because of their large masks. Despite the challenges the architectural design 

of the venue proposed for the production, both performances were conducted safely and 

successfully. 

 The reliance on the play’s visual referential system in the two shows in Ballylee 

provided strikingly different outcomes to the ones I described for our run at the O’Donoghue 

Theatre. Although the spatial arrangement of the Tower did not correspond to that of our 

previous playing space, we managed to keep most of our original movement-map for the 

scenes, including the fixed positions for the door, the bed, and for the hearth. The only 

exception was the position for the Ghost, which would have been technically impossible to 

allocate, as the second half of the play was played in a different room from the first half. 

Considering the spatial restrictions and the close proximity of the audience, in the first part of 

the play the distances between the positions were drastically reduced, and some of the 

directions had to be slightly altered. Also, in some cases, actors had to cross through the 

audience in order to complete a place-change, which altered both the quality and the tempo of 

their moves. To compensate for the lost, reduced or altered stage movements, actors 

instinctively placed a greater emphasis on their body language, and accentuated or increased 

the volume of their gestures. In these instances, they relied on those moves that they developed 

in the series of exercises we did on physicalising the text line-by-line, and which they had to 

internalise more at our previous venue. 

 The changes in actors’ positioning and in their movement patterns were the greatest in 

the dance sequence. It was the only scene where we completely lost the meaning-making 

quality of the fixed positions, as the place of the hearth could not be included in the 

choreography. We also had to reconsider Fand’s introductory movement sequence that relied 

on the suspension of the cloth, which had to be left out entirely due to the lack of technical 

facilities to raise and fix the garment. Because of the size of the playing space, the same 

mechanism was at work in actors’ playing style as in the first part of the play: the more extreme 

elements of the choreography were performed with less dynamism but with more intensity, and 

the expressive power of gestures overruled the meaning-making quality of place-changes and 

proxemic relations. 

 Beside the modified movement map and actors’ increased reliance on gesture, there 

was another major difference between the working mechanism of the productions at Ballylee 

and in the O’Donoghue. I mentioned before that from the four fixed positions, three were 

successfully integrated into the blocking for the new venue. Although all of these places kept 

their function as visual points of reference, they gained new symbolic meanings in the context 

of the room interiors of Yeats’s home. The place of the door was exchanged for an actual door 

in the living room, which opened to a small and dark corner in the side alcoves. The fact that 

Eithne Inguba did not come in from the outside through an “open door”, beyond which the 
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audience would have suggested the vast sea, but crept in unexpectedly from the inner corner 

of the room, and through the audience, generated an air of surprise and unease in the space. 

Her sudden appearance from the dark alcove suggested that the door to the world of the Sidhe 

is much closer to us than we would have expected it to be: it is in our homes, exposing us to 

the free passage of the fairy folk. Similarly to the door, the hearth also ceased to be merely 

represented by a position, but was presented instead with a real object: we made the Yeatses’ 

great fireplace in the living room into Emer’s hearth. The act of integrating the central hearth 

of the domestic space of the Tower into the space-world of the play made the symbolic 

connection between Emer and George Yeats even more apparent, and underlined the female-

centred approach of the production. In his review of the performance, Adrian Paterson 

highlighted that the hearth at Ballylee was painted and decorated by George herself, and that 

by having our Emer knelt “at this same hearth made a telling tribute to George Yeats herself, 

just as the play is WB’s own unusual but unmistakable tribute to the women central to his 

life.”169 

 The commemoration of George’s contribution to the literary and cultural heritage of 

the Tower and to the works of Yeats was unquestionably one of the most important outcomes 

of the performances at Ballylee. Additionally, it is the freedom and the unexpected nature of 

the flow of events that need to be noted as specific features in playing at the venue. The most 

notable elements from these were the sudden glow of a beam of light on the dancers’ masks 

during a suspended gesture at the line “though that brilliant light surpass all crescent forms”, a 

bat flying swiftly through the strangers room at Bricriu’s appearance, and the sound of the 

shrieking crow nestlings above our heads at the start of Fand’s dance. The closeness of the 

audience, the necessity to be in motion continually during and between scenes, and the 

contribution of the living space of the Tower and its environs made the performances into an 

“immediate, immersive, surround-sound, genuinely all-sense synaesthetic experience.”170 

 

                                                           
169 Paterson, “Yeats at Ballylee,” 6. 
170 Paterson, “Yeats at Ballylee,” 2. 
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Figure 216. Eithne Inguba's sudden appearance among the audience, after her entry from the side alcove. 

Figures 217 and 218. The living room with the side alcove and the hearth in 1926.  Source: Hanley and 

Miller: Thoor Ballylee. 
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Figures 219 and 220. Eithne Inguba and Emer in the first part of the play in the living room. 



Chapter Three: The Only Jealousy of Emer 

246 

 

 

 

 

 

Figures 84 and 85 (below). Eithne Inguba and Emer in the first part of the play in the living room. 

Figure 221 and 222. Fand's transformation in the Stranger’s room. 
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Figure 223 and 224. The dance in the Stanger's room. Below: the light shines on Cuchulain for the line "that 

brilliant light..." 
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CHAPTER FOUR: CALVARY 

 

THE COMPOSITION OF CALVARY 

Calvary is the last in the series of dance dramas Yeats published in the collection Four Plays 

for Dancers in 1921. Its position in the canon of the early dance plays is unique, as it is the 

only one of the four plays that was never staged in Yeats’s lifetime. The play presents the 

passion and crucifixion of Jesus Christ in an unorthodox dramaturgical setting, woven into a 

non-canonical, and highly provocative narrative frame. In Yeats’s interpretation, Christ is 

dramatised as a ghost, who lives through the last hours of his passion in a dream. In his dream-

vision, Christ converses with the Biblical figures of Lazarus and Judas, who both reject his 

love, and question the redeeming power of his sacrifice. The play’s dubious interpretation of 

the passion narrative has concealed political implications too, as it addresses the issues of 

betrayal and personal and collective sacrifice, which build links with the events and aftermath 

of the Easter Rising.1 Having been written in the troubled times just a few years after the Rising, 

its political appeal put Calvary on the blacklist of Irish theatre repertoires until the early 1950s.2 

Yeats’s own attitude regarding the public staging of the piece remained ambivalent until 

the end of his life. His letters provide evidence for his clear intention to share the play text with 

his friends and colleagues in the theatre (he sent copies to Edmund Dulac and Nugent Monck 

to ask for their opinions, and possibly to ground further collaborations, and even organised a 

private reading of the play “at Gogarty’s”, which is described in his letter to Olivia Shakespeare 

on 2 October 1927), yet, they also indicate Yeats’s awareness of the risks that belied in the 

play’s staging for the general public in Ireland and abroad.3 In his letter to Nugent Monck, 

Yeats explicitly warned against the mounting of the piece in Monck’s theatre in England, and 

stated that he does not “recommend it for pious Norwich.”4 However, his ambition to stage the 

piece with suitable collaborators in a time that he considered more fitting, never ceased. In his 

preface to Four Plays for Dancers, Yeats emphasised the importance of finding an enthusiastic 

designer-mask maker for the project, who would facilitate the play to become a new start in 

Irish theatre-making, and a trigger for new, modern work for the stage: “If some fine sculptor 

should create for my Calvary, for instance, the masks of Judas, of Lazarus, and of Christ, would 

not this suggest other plays now, or many generations from now, and possess one cannot tell 

what philosophical virility?”5 

                                                           
1 Alexandra Poulain has published extensively on the political implications of Calvary and The Dreaming of the 

Bones. For her insightful analysis on the topic, see her article “Living with Ghosts: Re-inventing the Easter 

Rising in The Dreaming of the Bones and Calvary.” 
2 The first production of Calvary took place in the Lyric Theatre, Belfast, in 1954, and was direted by Mary 

O’Malley. 
3 Oliver St. John Gogarty (poet, surgeon, and politician) was Yeats’s friend. Both Yeats and his wife, George 

visited Gogarty regularly in his house in Dublin. It cannot be recovered when exactly this particular reading 

happened, as Yeats does not include a date to the reference: “[…] once at Gogertys (sic!) when I was reading 

out my “Calvery” (sic!) and came to the description of the entrance of Lazarus, the door burst open as if by the 

blast of wind where there could be no wind, & the family ghost had a night of great activity.” Letter to Olivia 

Shakespeare on 2 October 1927. 
4 Letter to Nugent Monck on 1 September 1921. 
5 Yeats, Four Plays for Dancers, iv. 
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Due to the same concerns that eventually precluded the premiere of the play in Yeats’s 

lifetime, after thorough consideration, I decided to follow Yeats’s own methodology in his 

engagement with the play, and left out the play’s practical exploration from my investigations. 

As I noted in the section on methodology in my introduction, my reasons for this were mostly 

practical, and stemmed from the methodological constraints of the hermeneutical spiral model, 

which, albeit permissive with the inclusion of change in its research aims and objectives, does 

not allow for its research focus to “spiral out of control.”6 Within the contextual framework of 

a project focusing mainly on aspects of form, producing a play so controversial in its subject 

material and reception did not seem appropriate, as the risks of letting the production’s 

outcomes shift the focus of the research into a completely different direction were too high. 

Another reason for the omission of practical engagement from my research methodology was 

to evaluate the necessity of using practice-as-research tools in the scrutiny of Calvary’s space 

dramaturgy, and to reassess its importance in the dramaturgical investigation of the other dance 

plays. With this modification in its research methodology, the concluding analysis of my 

dissertation returns to its initial research questions regarding methodology, and, following the 

working mechanism of the hermeneutical spiral, aims to provide space for new directions in 

research. 

 Although in the sequence of the dance plays’ composition, it was Calvary that Yeats 

finished the last in 1920, the idea of its narrative occurred to Yeats years earlier. According to 

his own accounts, the playwright started thinking about the play’s main themes right after 

finishing the early draft of The Only Jealousy of Emer in January 1918, and was already making 

plans about publishing it in a collection of his “four or five Noh plays.”7 In his letter to Lady 

Gregory, he summarised his ideas regarding his proposed subject for the play as follows: 

 

Today I finished my new Cuchulain play and am hesitating on a new one, where a Sinn 

Feiner will have a conversation with Judas in the streets of Dublin. Judas is looking for 

somebody to whom he may betray Christ in order that Christ may proclaim himself 

king of the Jews. The Sinn Feiner has just been persuading a young sculptor to leave 

his studio & shoulder a rifle. Judas is a ghost, perhaps he is mistaken for the ghost of 

an old rag-picker by the neighbourhood. I will not know whether the idea is too 

theoretical & opinionated till I have made a first draft.8 

 

In another letter in July 1918, Yeats reported that he had finished the first drafts, which, in 

contrast to his earlier plans that suggested a scenario focusing on the character of Judas, 

featured Christ as the main character.9 There has been a lot of speculation in Yeats scholarship 

about why Yeats had changed his mind considering the plot and protagonist for the piece. One 

of the commonly acknowledged arguments (phrased by George Mills Harper, Helen Vendler, 

Richard Taylor, and Janis Haswell, among others) points towards the idea that Yeats was 

heavily influenced by the information he had claimed to have gathered at the automatic writing 

                                                           
6 Trimingham, “A Methodology for Practice as Research”, 56. 
7 Yeats refers here to his fifth dance play that he drafted in the years between 1918 and 1920, and later 

abandoned. For more details, see my note in the Introduction on pages 29-30. 
8 Letter to Lady Gregory on 14 Jan 1918. 
9 Letter to John Quinn on 23 July 1918. 
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sessions, which he and his wife George were regularly practising during the time of the play’s 

composition. According to George Mills Harper’s study on the automatic script, it was Yeats’s 

interrogation of the spirits at one particular sitting on 2 October 1918 that contributed to the 

shift in the play’s focus, after which the planned “Judas play became a Christ play.”10 Yeats’s 

profound involvement in the automatic writing at that time is of high importance in the analysis 

of the play, as the symbols and ideas presented in Calvary are principally based on the 

philosophy communicated through these sittings – all of which will be discussed in detail 

below.11 

 Another important aspect in the timing of the play’s composition is that the writing of 

Calvary’s first drafts coincided with the revisions of The Dreaming of the Bones, which 

resulted in both texts resonating the tone of the spiritual teachings of the Yeatses’ occult 

philosophy. The close interplay of spiritual instruction and textual development brought the 

two evolving plays both ideologically and structurally closer together, and led to their 

maturation as each other’s dramaturgical “double”. I agree with Wayne K. Chapman, who, in 

his introduction to the Cornell series of the plays’ manuscript materials, claims that Calvary 

could be regarded as an “outgrowth or extension of his [Yeats’s] Dervogilla play”, and that 

Yeats himself regarded them as if they were “part of a single construct”.12 The plays’ intended 

togetherness is apparent from their printing history, which gives account of a long series of 

joint printings. In Yeats’s lifetime, Calvary was always published alongside The Dreaming of 

the Bones, in the volumes of Four Plays for Dancers (1921), Plays and Controversies (1923), 

and The Collected Plays (1934) respectively, which served the need of juxtaposing the 

contrastive yet complementary ideas dramatised in the two texts. In an attempt to highlight the 

links between the two plays and to interpret their contrastive dramaturgies as a dialogue instead 

of two distinct processes, this chapter will point out their stylistic, structural and symbolic 

correlations. Also, Calvary being the concluding piece in the chronology of plays discussed in 

this dissertation, the analysis is going to investigate the dramaturgical evolution of its text in 

the light of Yeats’s techniques applied in previous plays. As except for Calvary, all the other 

compositional processes of Yeats’s dance dramas involved a practical element, in my scrutiny, 

I am going to address the question whether there were any differences between the processes 

of developing the dramatic structure of a play Yeats could never see performed, and of those 

that he could engage with practically. Any differences between the two types of compositional 

processes will be defined and investigated by comparative analyses, based on my earlier 

findings described in the previous chapters.  

 I am going to present the composition of Calvary through the analysis of its extant 

manuscript materials, which I divided into three groups, according to the chronology of their 

                                                           
10 Mills Harper, The Making of Yeats’s A Vision, 153. 
11 Due to the play’s indebtedness to the automatic writing sessions, some interpretations consider the play as a 

mere spiritual and literary experiment rather than a dramatic work intended for the stage. According to these 

readings, the play’s text can only be understood in the light of the explanations phrased in A Vision. This view is 

formulated in the works of Helen Vendler (Yeats’s Vision and the Later Plays), Richard Taylor (The Drama of 

W. B. Yeats), Maeve Good (W. B. Yeats and the Creation of a Tragic Universe), and Janis Haswell 

(“Resurrecting Calvary: A Reconstructive Interpretation of W. B. Yeats’s Play and Its Making.”) My analysis is 

grounded on the claim that although the play text integrates the symbolism of Yeats’s spiritual system, its 

dramaturgical qualities make it readable, understandable, and most importantly, producible on the stage without 

previous knowledge of Yeats’s A Vision. 
12 Yeats, The Dreaming of the Bones and Calvary, xxix. 
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composition.13 The first group consists of the first two complete drafts found in NLI 30,361 

dating from 1918 to 1919, the second group includes the third draft found in Harvard (C), 

written in the same year, and the third group contains typescripts dating from 1920 until 1935, 

found in NLI 8776(4), BL Add. MS 55789, Texas (E), NLI 30,007, BL Add. Ms 55884, and 

BL Add. Ms 55891. Aspects of the play’s developing space dramaturgy will be analysed 

thematically within each group. 

 

The First Group of Materials: The First Two Complete Drafts 

In the first draft, Yeats entitles the play “The Road to Calvary”, which in itself provides 

important information about how the playwright imagined the space-world of the piece. The 

title defines the dramatic action as taking place on a road leading up to a hill, which 

immediately reminds us of the setting for The Dreaming of the Bones. The combination of the 

road and the hill suggests that similarly to all of the previous dance plays, the narrative of this 

piece would also be set in a liminal space. As I noted earlier in my discussion on At the Hawk’s 

Well and The Dreaming of the Bones, hills and roads are generally considered as spaces that 

share the quality of enabling passage, transition and transformation, which makes them suitable 

to accommodate stories that involve movement, not only in physical space but also in between 

the worlds of the natural and the supernatural.14 This might have been the most important 

reason why Yeats located three of his earliest dance plays on hills, and why he integrated the 

road into the space-map of those two that involved longer journeys taken by their characters. 

Besides its inherent symbolic potential and obvious analogies with the setting of The 

Dreaming of the Bones, the location mentioned in the title has other important connotations, 

which link the play to the canonical narrative of the passion of Jesus Christ. Calvary (or 

Golgotha) is an existing place in the city of Jerusalem, where, according to the Gospels, Jesus 

was crucified. Its traditionally acknowledged site now accommodates the Church of the Holy 

Sepulchre, which, together with the alleged place for the cross itself, marks the location of 

Jesus’s tomb. The “road” to Calvary refers to another existing site, namely the Via Dolorosa, 

which is a processional route in the Old City of Jerusalem, following the path where Jesus is 

believed to have walked with the cross. According to the beliefs and practices of the Roman 

Catholic religion, the Via Dolorosa connects the holy places where Christ endured the most 

notable acts of his passion. The series of these locations is traditionally referred to as the 

Stations of the Cross or Via Crucis, of which the latter term in literal translation means “the 

way of the cross”. In a more general sense, the Via Crucis also denotes the religious processions 

which, in memory of the Passion, re-enact Jesus’s walk with the cross. The title Yeats gives to 

the piece thus not only connects the play to the actual, physical location of the route taken by 

Christ, but also emphasises the validity of Yeats’s version as a re-enactment of the passion 

narrative.  

  

                                                           
13 I use the same grouping as Wayne K. Chapman in the Cornell manuscript series.  
14 See the discussion in the chapter on At the Hawk’s Well on page 36. 
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This latter association has an important dramaturgical implication, namely that according to 

the performative traditions of the Catholic Church, enactments of the Via Crucis suggest a 

processional arrangement and an episodic structure.15 Later developments of the text show that 

Yeats was consciously trying to fit his play into this traditional dramaturgical framework in 

order to make its generic connections to religious processions more apparent. Recent 

scholarship has pointed out that the play is in many ways analogous to the dramatised versions 

of these religious rituals, and that it could be considered as an unconventional passion play.16 

In her work on the representations of the passion narrative in modern Irish drama, Irish Drama, 

Modernity and the Passion Play (2016), Alexandra Poulain defines the play as “an explicit, if 

wildly unorthodox, rewriting of the Christian passion”, and analyses its dramaturgical structure 

in the light of the generic principles and performance conventions of the genre.17 While I fully 

agree with this claim, my argument here is more specific in emphasizing the play’s structural 

similarities to the tradition of processions, which involve movement that is temporarily 

suspended at a certain number of stops, marking the narrative’s most important stations.18 

                                                           
15 An exhaustive analysis on the structure and genealogy of Catholic processions is provided in Massimo 

Leone’s article, “Transcendence and Transgression in Religious Processions.” 
16 In his introduction to the play’s manuscript materials, Chapman defines the play as a passion play. Yeats, The 

Dreaming of the Bones and Calvary, xxxv. The same generic classification is given for the play by Lynda Scott 

Donaldson (The Vanquished Christ of Modern Passion Drama), Beau La Rhee (“The Dramaturgy of Yeats’s 

Calvary”), and Susan Gubar (Judas: A Biography). 
17 Poulain, Irish Drama, Modernity and the Passion Play, 1.  
18 David Wiles conceptualises the notion of “processional space” in the context of theatre performance as a type 

of space where “there is no single focus” of the dramatic action, and where the route itself creates its “own 

closed system of symbolic topography.” In his historical overview of the development of the performance genre 

of processions, Wiles traces its origins to the rite of Greco-Roman festivities, and claims that the “two great 

story-cycles of Christian myth” were adapted from pagan processions by being “stripped of its pagan gods”. 

Wiles, A Short History of Western Performance Space, 72. 

Figure 225. Map of the Via Dolorosa with the 14 stations. Source: sacred-destinations.com 
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Passion plays do not necessarily have these specific structural elements, and hence could only 

provide a much broader generic frame for the play.  

 In the first draft, the play opens with the chorus’s detailed description of the “Asiatic 

street” where the first episodes of the narrative are set.19 To highlight the structural similarities 

between Yeats’s play and its religious source material, I am going to refer to all of the episodes 

in Calvary as stations. In the first station, the musicians depict a vivid scene with Christ 

carrying his cross, surrounded by the constant “coming and going of the crowd” that gathered 

to watch his last journey.20 Despite the similarities between the features of their locations, this 

scenario is the exact opposite to the one described in the opening scene of The Dreaming of the 

Bones: in contrast to the prevailing darkness of the Irish mountainside, here it is daytime, and 

as opposed to the solitary wandering of the Young Man, Christ is depicted as surrounded by a 

“noisy crowd”.21 The image of Christ among the boisterous mob of mockers corresponds to 

the traditional narrative of the Stations of the Cross, reminding us of the scenario of the Second 

Station, where Christ receives his cross. 

  

                                                           
19 NLI 30,361,1r. 
20 Ibid. 
21 NLI 30,361,11r. 

Figures 226 and 227. Second Station: Christ Receives his Cross. Left: Painting by Edward Arthur Fellowes 

Prynne. Right: Painting by Nazarenes. 
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In Yeats’s version, however, it is made explicit that Christ carries his cross “in a dream”, and 

that the heavy burden under which he “staggers” wearily, “does not exist”, but is a mere 

projection of his mind.22 In this rendition of the passion narrative, Christ is a ghost, who, in the 

transitory period between life and death, lives through his passion and crucifixion several times. 

The idea of ghosts repeatedly dreaming back the most important moments of their lives is a 

recurring element in Yeats’s dramaturgy (featuring in The Dreaming of the Bones, The Only 

Jealousy of Emer, and in Purgatory), and has already been referred to in previous chapters. In 

my discussion on The Dreaming of the Bones, I mentioned that the theme’s occurrence in the 

play was partly due to Yeats’s interest in Japanese Noh drama, where the inclusion of the 

dreaming back motif was a common dramaturgical element.23 Although the impact of this 

specific feature of Noh dramaturgy is evident in all of the dance plays, on the spatial 

constructions of Calvary the primary influence was Yeats’s own interpretation of the concept, 

which he developed during the composition of his dance plays, and explained in detail later in 

A Vision. According to Yeats’s appropriation, in the act of dreaming back,  

 

the Spirit is compelled to live over and over again the events that had most moved it; 

there can be nothing new, but the old events stand forth in a light which is dim or bright 

according to the intensity of the passion that accompanied them. They occur in the order 

of their intensity or luminosity, the more intense first, and the painful are commonly 

the more intense, and repeat themselves again and again.24 

 

From this we understand that Christ’s passion fulfils all the necessary conditions for an event 

to be dreamed back by spirits, as the crucifixion  is one of the most “intense” and “painful” 

series of actions that have been experienced by human beings in the course of history. It seems 

quite logical then that for the dramatisation of the act of dreaming back, Yeats chose this 

particular narrative as a most fitting example. 

 The dramaturgical consequence of presenting Christ’s crucifixion as a re-enactment of 

the original event, embedded in the dream-vision of a ghost, is that every action in the 

performance becomes doubly “marked with unreality.”25 Yeats uses a similar technique of 

dramaturgical distancing in The Dreaming of the Bones, where the possibility of the Young 

Man’s encounter with the ghosts being merely envisioned by the protagonist is suggested by 

the text several times.26 In Calvary, Yeats takes this idea even further, and makes the unreality 

of events explicit both by verbal and non-verbal means. In the first scene of the play, although 

their presence is narrated, the mocking crowd is absent from the stage, which puts Christ into 

a strange scenario of having to act out the initial episode of his passion alone. The first reason 

why Yeats revokes visibility from the mockers is that according to his own philosophy, the act 

                                                           
22 NLI 30,361, 1r. 
23 See discussion and notes on pages 89-90. 
24 Yeats, A Vision, 164. 
25 Ubersfeld, Reading Theatre, 24. In her analysis, Poulain quotes Ubersfeld’s statement regarding the inherent 

unreality of theatrical events to argue that the passion play is an exception, requiring the acts on the stage to 

actually happen in the course of the communal ritual. Poulain, Irish Drama, Modernity and the Passion Play, 

58. 
26 See discussion on page 89-90. 
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of dreaming back always happens in solitude, as the dreams gathered by the dreaming spirit 

could never be shared with others, let them be living or dead. In A Vision, Yeats writes: “If the 

event was shared by many, those may seem present and yet be but the figures of the dream. 

Each must dream the event alone.”27 This grotesque solitude of Christ in the opening scene 

corresponds to the main theme of The Dreaming of the Bones, where the emphasis on 

characters’ isolation and loneliness is tangible throughout.  

The other reason for disembodying the crowd in the opening scene is Yeats’s keen 

interest in experimenting with the uses of absence in performance, which, after the playwright’s 

experimentation with its application in his earlier dance plays, became particularly complex 

and innovative in Calvary. In his previous dance plays, absence on the stage was usually 

accompanied by the use of sound-effects or more elaborate soundscapes, both by means of 

poetry or incidental music. The “clashing of spears” together with the Musicians’ cries in At 

the Hawk’s Well, the sound of the “horse gone astray” in The Dreaming of the Bones, and the 

“trampling of horses” in Fand’s chariot in The Only Jealousy of Emer were all aimed at 

embodying offstage actions, whose absence from the stage signified their importance and 

enhanced the scenes’ dramatic effect. From the three applications, the example from The Only 

Jealousy of Emer is by far the most intricate one, as it contains a full narration of a series of 

actions that happen in the present time of the play’s dramatic action, in an offstage space. The 

description of the mockers in Calvary is a new variation of the same technique: instead of 

narrating the actions of characters who are offstage, here the Musicians report on the actions 

of people who are described to be onstage, but are physically absent. Similarly to his earlier 

practice of using sound and/or music to mark these absences, in this scene too, Yeats relies 

predominantly on the meaning-making quality of soundscapes and voices.  

In the first draft of the play, he includes references to the noises and mingled voices of 

the crowd as they watch Christ’s passage with the cross. The chorus describes how they “hear 

the voice of the crowd”, and how they “hear them curse him & mock him” as Christ walks 

by.28 For the first time in the dance plays’ composition, Yeats instructs the Musicians to 

embody distinct voices of absent characters, by formulating such sentences as “work a miracle 

now”, “set yourself free” or “did not you make the world [?] Are you not god [?]”.29 In the 

second draft, Yeats extends the soundscape of the scene by adding fully-sung passages, 

together with stage directions that instruct the Musicians to change their voices according to 

the roles they are directed to embody. Note the changes of tone and style in the following 

passages: 

 

(Speaking on a note to the gathering) 

Lord work a miracle & save your self 

or bid your father open up the Earth 

[…] 

Call out aloud – your father is asleep 

Or he would never let his son be mocked 

                                                           
27 Yeats, A Vision, 166. 
28 NLI 30,361, 1r. 
29 NLI 30,361, 2r. 
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Singing 

 

We are the mockers & the tale 

Is but the tale we choose to tell 

What raging where is there raging miracle 

Or burdened breast that can [?be] prevail 

In balance with our enmity 

That bids man take his natures rest 

And loose the burden from his heart 

Because we are heavens enemy 

[…] 

 

Then again in his natural voice 

 

Who is this that shoulders through the crowd 

Like a young horse […]30 

 

The embodiment of voices that mark the presence of absent bodies in the above sequence 

highlight Yeats’s interest and personal involvement in occult practices, which, after his 

marriage with Georgie Hyde-Lees, became part of his everyday life. Similarly to almost all of 

the dramaturgical devices that Yeats applies in Calvary, the use of voices to impersonate absent 

characters could be linked to the séances Yeats attended and participated in with his wife, who 

was a practicing medium. Although the Yeatses’ communication with the spirits happened 

mostly through writing and not speech, there was a phase in the Yeatses’ interrogation of the 

ghosts that involved George talking in her sleep, which W. B. attributed to the communicators. 

In his introductory section “A Packet for Ezra Pound” in the 1937 version of A Vision, Yeats 

describes these “sleeps” as follows: 

 

Early in 1919 the communicator of the moment […] said they would soon change the 

method from the written to the spoken word as that would fatigue her [George] less, 

but the change did not come for some months. I was on a lecturing tour in America to 

earn a roof for Thoor Ballylee when it came. […] My wife, who had been asleep for 

some minutes, began to talk in her sleep, and from that on almost all communications 

came in that way. My teachers did not seem to speak out of her sleep but as if from 

above it, as though it were a little tide upon which they floated.[…] Exposition in sleep 

came to an end in 1920.31 

 

Yeats adds that even after “regular communications through script and sleep had come to an 

end, the communications occasionally spoke – sometimes a word, sometimes a whole 

                                                           
30 NLI 30,361,11v, 12r. 
31 Yeats, A Vision, 8-14. 
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sentence” while he was dictating to his wife, and he could “no more say where the voice came 

from”, though he was “confident that it came through [George’s] personality.”32  

The séances and occasional experiences that involved the actual vocalisation of spirits 

provided rich source materials for Yeats’s experiments with integrating disembodied voices 

(or, using Longuenesse’s term, acousmatic sound) into his dramaturgical compositions.33 The 

early exploration of this device in Calvary foregrounds important later developments in Yeats’s 

stagecraft, all of which involve innovative uses of the human voice in performance. First and 

foremost, they point towards The Words upon the Window-Pane (1930), a play Yeats wrote ten 

years after the completion of Calvary, in which the playwright attempted to exploit the 

dramaturgical potential of disembodied voices in the scenario of an actual séance. The voices 

of Calvary also pave the way for more drastic disembodiments, prompting Yeats to experiment 

with new forms of performance through radio broadcasts, which not only deprived characters 

of their bodies but of the stage as well. Yeats’s first broadcast for the radio, followed by the 

full performance of his version of King Oedipus, took place in 1931, just one year after Words 

upon the Window-Pane premiered on the Abbey stage, which suggests that the two projects 

were linked through Yeats’s growing fascination with the dramaturgies of disembodied 

voices.34 As a last direction of influence, Calvary can also be regarded as a precursor of 

Beckett’s later plays composed for radio and for television, which build upon the expressive 

power of disembodied voices, mostly through the combined uses of text and music.35 These 

later developments and chains of generic influences mark the play’s significance in the 

Yeatsian dramatic oeuvre, and highlight its importance as a pioneering piece of modernist 

theatre. 

 Another compositional element that needs to be mentioned in relation to the early drafts 

of the opening scene of Calvary is its detailed descriptions of movement. Similarly to his 

writing technique in The Dreaming of the Bones, Yeats includes accurate descriptions of actors’ 

posture, gestures and stage movements in the first draft. Just like the Young Man, Christ is 

described to appear on stage already in motion, “staggering under his cross.”36 In the second 

draft, the account of his entry becomes more elaborate, with additional references to his 

movement style: he is “climbing hither”, and being “weary of that crosses weight he stands a 

moment still, and listens to the mocking crowd.”37 As an interesting addition to the devices of 

choreographic writing Yeats developed in The Dreaming of the Bones, in this scene he applies 

                                                           
32 Ibid, 13. 
33 See my note on Longuenesse’s conceptualisation of the term in Chapter One, on page 43. In his article, 

“Playing with Voices and with Doubles in Two of Yeats’s Plays: The Words Upon the Window-Pane and A Full 

Moon in March”, Longuenesse makes a similar point in arguing that one of the most prominent examples for the 

uses of disembodied voices in the Yeatsian dramatic oeuvre can be found in Words upon the Window-Pane. 

Longuenesse, “Playing with Voices”, 104. 
34 In King Oedipus, Yeats exploited the tool of disembodied voices in musical composition as well – through a 

chorus that gave its voice to the narrative, but was deprived of a physical presence on the stage. In his preface to 

the play, Yeats writes: “This version of Sophocles’ play was written for Dublin players, for Dublin liturgical 

singers, for a small auditorium, for a chorus that must stand stock still where the orchestra are accustomed to put 

their chairs.” Sophocles’ King Oedipus, v-vi. Emilie Morin has published extensively on Yeats and 

broadcasting. See her articles “’I beg your pardon?”: W. B. Yeats, Audibility and Sound Transmission,” and 

“W. B. Yeats and Broadcasting 1924-1965”. 
35 On Beckett’s radio plays and the uses of voices and sound, see: Morin, “Beckett’s Speaking Machines.” 
36 NLI 30,361,1r. 
37 NLI 30,361,11r. 
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the same kind of narrative description for the movements of absent characters and actions as 

well. From the chorus’s introduction we learn that the “yelling crowd” is “sitting on the border 

of the road” as they watch Christ’s strenuous walk up the hill. 38 The vivid images the mockers 

evoke with their hostile remarks addressed to Christ are expressed in phrases that describe 

dynamic physical activity. A good example for this is a passage from the chorus’s sung 

interpolations, which gives account of a turbulent scene full of action and movement: 

 

Or bid your father split the earth in two 

[…]And swallow us all – or heaven itself will open 

And chariots & horses come in the air. 

And chariots wheel upon the clouds of heaven39 

 

Descriptions of movement and choreographic activities in the scene are in full contrast to what 

the audience actually sees on the stage, which is part of the play’s consciously planned, 

grotesque dramaturgy. The principle of its composition is the same as in The Dreaming of the 

Bones – the governing dramaturgical device being the simultaneity of action and narration. In 

Calvary, however, due to the disembodiment of most of the characters, only some elements of 

the dramatic action are actually visualised on the stage, which generates constant and apparent 

discord between action and narration. As Yeats progresses with the script, he consciously 

maintains and reinforces this discrepancy, which contributes to the development of a 

dramaturgical structure that essentially builds upon contradiction and contrast. 

 Keeping to the episodic structure of the Stations of the Cross, after the opening scene 

with the mockers, Yeats depicts another episode from his own version of the passion narrative, 

which is a dialogue between Christ and Lazarus. Yeats’s second station does not correspond to 

any of the traditionally acknowledged Stations, and does not have a direct source in the Gospels 

either. Liam Miller argues that its most likely literary antecedent is one of Oscar Wilde’s Poems 

in Prose, “The Doer of Good”, which was first published in 1894.40 The short story shows 

thematic and stylistic similarities with Yeats’s play, which justify Miller’s claim. In “The Doer 

of Good”, Christ meets Lazarus “by the roadside”, who is weeping because Christ raised him 

from the dead.41 Wilde’s interpretation of the resurrection of Lazarus as a deed that was 

undesirable and possibly offensive is unconventional, which supports the idea of its influence 

on Yeats. In Wilde’s version, both the noisiness of the crowd of the city and Christ’s loneliness 

are emphasised, which suggest stylistic borrowings. 

 Although the composition of Calvary’s first station already shows some analogies with 

The Dreaming of the Bones, it is in Christ’s dialogue with Lazarus where the two plays’ 

thematic, structural and stylistic correlations become more apparent. The two men’s discussion 

revolves around the same issue that Yeats addresses in his previous ghost-play, which is the 

interpretation of the emotional state of loneliness, in the context of love. In The Dreaming of 

the Bones, loneliness is a state that brings fear, anxiety and desperation, and is presented as a 

condition that the characters struggle to escape. For the ghosts, being entrapped in their shared 

                                                           
38 Ibid. 
39 NLI 30,361,12r. Emphases mine. 
40 Miller, The Noble Drama of W. B. Yeats, 253. 
41 Wilde, The Canterville Ghost and Other Stories, 62. 
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solitude is a curse, which is the direct consequence of, and the only possible context for, their 

love. In contrast to this, in Calvary, Lazarus talks about loneliness as a desired condition, and 

an ultimate manifestation of freedom that is seriously threatened by Christ’s intervention. For 

him, Jesus’s act of love appears to be possessive and overwhelming, from which he desperately 

wants to “escape”.42 

 Yeats uses the same dramaturgical technique as in The Dreaming of the Bones to 

present these new interpretations of the theme: he elaborates Lazarus’s arguments in most 

detailed spatial metaphors. The types of spaces that are evoked in these descriptions are very 

similar to the ones in The Dreaming of the Bones: Lazarus mentions tombs and deserted, lonely 

places, which are the two most important sites for Dermuid and Dervorgilla’s penance. In line 

with the plays’ joint structure of contrastive dramaturgies, the implied connotations to these 

spaces are radically different in the two narratives. In The Dreaming of the Bones, tombs are 

only mentioned as sites that the spirits can leave to “mix”, whirl around, and “drift in amity” 

above and around them.43 For Lazarus, instead of being a site of assemblage and communal 

movement, the tomb is a place for solitude and stillness. He describes the desired confinement 

of his “old comfortable cave” as a place where he could lie “safe forever”.44  

  

                                                           
42 NLI 30,361,3r. 
43 Yeats, Collected Plays, 439-440. 
44 NLI 30,361,12v, NLI 30,361,15r. 

Figure 228. Yeats's sketch for the cave for Lazarus in NLI 30,361, folio 27v. 
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There is a similar contrast in the plays’ depiction of deserted places. Desolate sites, where 

“even the sunlight” can be lonely, in The Dreaming of the Bones are the domains for longing 

and penance, whereas in Calvary, Lazarus refers to them as his safe havens. According to him, 

a ghost by nature “is a solitary thing”, who desires nothing else but to “wander out […] to some 

desert place […] or chuckle in a [w]hole.”45 In both plays, Yeats adds another element to the 

descriptions of these spaces, which is their close association with night and darkness. As I have 

argued in the second chapter, darkness in The Dreaming of the Bones is associated with fear 

and deceit, whereas in Calvary it is mentioned as the domain of tranquillity, which is exposed 

to the disruptions of the turmoil of light. This is best exemplified by Lazarus’s remark to Christ, 

in which he expresses his fear of being deprived of his peace again: “But now you will quench 

the solitude of death / That you may full with your own light that corner / Where I had thought 

I might lie safe for ever.”46 

 Besides their heavy reliance on spatial imagery, the texts of the two plays show another 

important analogy in their writing styles, which is their inclusion of references to actors’ 

movements and gestures. In the second draft, Yeats revises the dialogue of the second station 

to express the dynamism of physical motion implied in its narrated actions. Lazarus explains 

how Christ “came & dragged him out” from his tomb, “as boys drag out a rabbit when the have 

dug its hole away”, then refers to his own ageing as his “travel towards death.”47 He finishes 

his speech with asking Christ to “climb up to Calvary” without “turn[ing] his eyes” upon him, 

and by ordering the mocking crowd to “make way” for him to pass by.48 All of these revisions 

serve Yeats’s aim to compose the play’s text according to the principles of the choreographic 

writing style he applied earlier in the composition of The Dreaming of the Bones. 

 After Lazarus leaves the stage, the chorus gives account of another episode that 

conforms to the canonised version of the passion narrative. They describe Christ’s meeting 

with the “holy women”, who “gather about him”, “kiss his feet”, and “cry out their love” for 

him.49 The scene with “Martha and those three Marys” is included both in the Gospels and in 

the Stations of the Cross.50 In the Via Crucis it is traditionally depicted in Stations Four and 

Eight – the former episode being a dramatisation of Jesus’s encounter with his mother, and the 

latter of his meeting with the women of Jerusalem. In the third station of Calvary, Yeats 

consciously recalls these orthodox depictions of the Passion narrative by providing detailed 

descriptions of the conventional tableau of the crying women gathered around Christ. However, 

following the dramaturgical set-up that he introduced in the first station, Yeats removes the 

holy women from the scene, marking their presence merely by means of narration and the 

chorus’s disembodied voices. 

                                                           
45 NLI 30,361,13r. 
46 NLI 30,361,15r. 
47 NLI 30,361,14r. 
48 NLI 30,361,15r. Emphases mine. 
49 NLI 30,361,5r. 
50 NLI 30,361,15v. 
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Similarly to the previous episodes, the scenario includes vivid descriptions of movement and 

sound, which in later versions of the script gradually become more elaborate. In the second 

draft, the women are portrayed as they “struggle to the edges of the crowd & cry in a despair 

that is half ecstasy” to get closer to the object of their love.51 Yeats sketches a full movement 

choreography for their interaction with Christ, which, although slightly revised, will remain in 

the published text: 

 

He holds his hand out & they kiss his hand 

And when he moves they 

He moves, & now they kiss the coble stones 

Where his feet rested – he holds out as arm 

[…] 

And hand & arm, & wetted with their tears52  

  

Due to the deliberate imbalance of action and narration in the scene, the above movement 

sequence, instead of building any potential sentiment or sympathy in the audience, becomes 

grotesque and bizarre. In sharp contrast to the station’s traditional depictions with the group of 

                                                           
51 NLI 30,361,15v. Emphases mine. 
52 NLI 30,361,17r. 

Figures 229 and 230. Left: Station Four: Jesus meets his Mother, by Joseph Führich. Right: Jesus meets the holy 

women of Jerusalem, by Friedrich Overbeck. 
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Jesus’s affectionate followers, what the audience is supposed to see on stage in this scene is 

the lone figure of Christ, performing his absurd little dance for himself.53 

 The dramaturgical arrangement of the third station is similar to that of the first episode 

in its rendering of the chorus’s vocal interpolations as well. In the first draft, these consist of 

fragmented sentences uttered by the lone voices of the Musicians, in such phrases as “your love 

is everything to us Master” or “we are nothing & you made us alone”.54 In the second version 

of the script, these phrases are woven into more complex sung passages, which express the 

women’s devotion to, and total dependence on the will and love of Christ.55 Yeats marks these 

verses to be sung in different tones again, which indicates his consistent use of the 

dramaturgical device of disembodied voices. 

 The action of the third station concludes with the crowd suddenly “flying away” from 

Christ “in terror”, leaving the street empty.56 The reason for their retreat in fear is the arrival of 

Judas, the betrayer of Christ, who, similarly to Lazarus, demands his freedom from Jesus’s 

overwhelming love and power. Calvary’s fourth station dramatises his conversation with 

Christ, which, instead of presenting a subverted re-enactment of the canonised scenes of the 

passion narrative, positions the two Biblical figures into a new, highly unconventional scenario. 

In the dialogue of Judas and Christ, Yeats returns to the main ideas he raised in station two, but 

this time he renegotiates the concept of loneliness in relation to determination and free will. 

Similarly to Lazarus, Judas accuses Christ of attempting to take away his right to the freedom 

of choice by claiming himself “all powerful”, and explains the act of betrayal with his need to 

regain his independence.57 He says: 

 

I could not bear that […] 

The thought that I would not escape 

Out of your hand, & then the thought came 

If I betray him I shall be free 

I shall come into possession of myself 

again – I shall be alone once more58 

 

Besides its earlier associations with comfort and safety, in station four loneliness gains 

additional connotations in Judas’s argumentation. He describes it as the only condition where 

human beings can obtain absolute control over their own actions, and refers to it as evidence 

for his freedom in choosing to betray Christ, rather than being obliged to do it by the power of 

God: 

 

                                                           
53 The grotesque, farcical character of Christ’s figure is emphasised by Michael McAteer in his analysis of the 

play in Yeats and European Drama. McAteer describes the protagonist as “discreetly farcical”, “clownish” and 

“ridiculous”, and compares Yeats’s presentation of the crucifixion to the dramaturgical techniques of the 

commedia dell’arte, and to Luigi Pirandello’s black comedy, Lazarus. McAteer considers the generic 

inheritance of farce, black comedy, and commedia dell’arte the the most important links between the dramatic 

oeuvre of Yeats and Pirandello. McAteer, Yeats and European Drama, 110, 143. 
54 NLI 30,361,5r. 
55 NLI 30,261,30r. 
56 “Why have you fled away / Why has the street grown empty of a sudden” NLI 30,361,17r. 
57 NLI 30,361,18r. 
58 NLI 30,361,7r. 
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No – it was my own thought – I had 

No help in the thought – I was alone 

When it came to me.59 

 

The absurdity of his claim becomes evident at the beginning of the next episode of the play, 

where Judas is asked to hold up the cross for Christ as the Roman Soldiers stretch his arms out 

on it. In his attempts to “be alone once more in his powers”, Judas is defeated: he again has to 

accompany and attend Christ in fulfilling his fate. 

 In addition to proposing new interpretations for the concepts Yeats tried to approach 

already in The Dreaming of the Bones and earlier stations of Calvary, the scene with Judas has 

another important element that the playwright integrates to the text in the first drafts. It is in 

this episode where the most provocative argument of the play is first verbalised – which is the 

futility of Christ’s sacrifice. Judas openly declares that Christ’s death had no effect on him by 

stating: “and now you cannot even save me.”60 With this claim, the fourth episode paves the 

way for the more explicit proclamations phrased in the play’s final scene, which, in accordance 

with the compositional features of the previous dance plays, concludes with a dance. 

 In Calvary’s last episode, Yeats returns to the technique of re-imagining the traditional 

scenes of the Via Crucis in drastically altered, unorthodox settings. Similarly to stations one 

and three, the fifth station includes direct Biblical references, and relies heavily on the 

acknowledged depictions of Stations Ten, Eleven and Twelve. In these last episodes of the 

Passion, Jesus is seen as being stripped of his garments, nailed to the cross, and finally, dying 

on the cross in the circle of his followers and loved ones. A common feature of the traditional 

depictions of the three successive scenes is the constant presence of a sympathetic crowd that 

watches Christ’s every move. Yeats’s first deviation from these representations is, once again, 

the removal of the spectators. We learn from the Second Roman Soldier that except for Judas, 

they have “driven up all the others”, as they are “too persistent, they are always wanting 

something.”61 They further explain their act by stating that without the crowd’s presence, “with 

only them and Judas” there, Christ will “die in peace.”62 In Irish Drama, Modernity and the 

Passion Play, Alexandra Poulain emphasises the inherent theatricality of the crucifixion, and 

associates the dying Christ with the actor’s body exposed to public view on the stage. 

According to Poulain’s reading, the removal of the observers from the final scene instead of 

granting “peace” for the dying Christ, leaves him “silent and astounded”, like an actor who has 

found himself “cast out of the limelight” of his very own final act.63 Although the meta-

theatrical quality of the play text Poulain is referring to is apparent even in this early version 

of the scene, Yeats’s complicated dramaturgical construction makes the interpretation of the 

fifth station slightly more complex and ambiguous than what Poulain’s argument proposes.  

  

                                                           
59 Ibid. 
60 NLI 30,361,8r. 
61 Ibid. 
62 NLI 30,361,9r. 
63 Poulain, Irish Drama, Modernity and the Passion Play, 60.  
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Figures 231 and 232. Left: Station Ten: Jesus is stripped of his garments. Unknown artist, source: 

catholicculture.org. Right: Station Eleven: Jesus is nailed to the cross. Unknown artist, source: 

catholicculture.org. 

Figure 233. Station Twelve: Jesus dies on the cross. Unknown artist.  

Source: alygeorges.files.wordpress.com 
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In the final scene, Yeats turns the play’s spatial relations upside down by using the 

dramaturgical device of action and narration exactly the opposite way as he did in previous 

episodes. Instead of giving account of the presence of characters that are not visualised on the 

stage, here the text refers to the absence of people who are actually present in the playing space: 

these being the real audience of the play’s live performance. Considering the fact that Yeats 

wrote Calvary with the intention to follow the same spatial and stylistic principles as his earlier 

dance plays, we assume that in performance the audience would be seated in a thrust 

configuration, and in close proximity to the players. This means that they would be able to see 

each other during the performance, or would at least be aware of each other’s presence for the 

whole duration of the production.64 This proposed arrangement of a shared performance space 

underlines the meta-theatrical connotations to the above quoted line of the Second Roman 

Soldier, in which he states that, apart from Judas and them, Christ is left on his own to act out 

his death. The visibility and tangible presence of the audience deems this statement evidently 

false in performance, and highlights its aim to invite the spectators to act as substitutes for the 

scene’s missing crowd. While I agree with Poulain in that the absence of the sympathetic crowd 

consciously undermines the theatrical effect of the crucifixion, and thus questions its redeeming 

power, I argue that the presence of the spectators in a shared performance space works against 

this dramaturgy of detachment, which proposes more complex interpretations of the play’s 

outcome. As the spatial arrangement of the play in performance belongs to those elements of 

Yeats’s space dramaturgy that could only be investigated comprehensively by means of 

practical exploration, instead of providing more detailed analyses of these possible 

interpretations, I am going to propose possible staging solutions for them in the second half of 

the chapter. 

 The dance that Yeats imagines as the concluding act for the scene is another 

dramaturgical element that the playwright uses to replicate and at the same time subvert the 

canonical representations of the last stations of the Passion. 65 It is performed by the three 

Roman Soldiers as a means to express their indifference to, and complete detachment from, the 

salvation Jesus’s sacrifice would promise for them. They claim that “they are content with 

whatever happens” to them, as long as they could remain free from Christ’s “power and love”, 

of which they “ask nothing.”66 The dance itself is inserted at the very end of the scene, and is 

introduced by the Soldiers as an act that Christ needs to "see” before he dies: ensuring that their 

independence and freedom is not only communicated by verbal means but through the language 

of movement as well. Similarly to his order of composition in the previous dance plays, Yeats 

leaves the choreographic exploration of the dance sequence to the end of the writing process, 

and in his first drafts only marks its place vaguely with a short reference. 

                                                           
64 Evidence for this claim is documented in my practice-as-research projects detailed in the previous three 

chapters. 
65 The ironic tone of the scene and its focus on the actions of the Soldiers connects Yeats’s interpretation to the 

secularised medieval dramatisations of the crucifixion, where the rendering of the material by representatives of 

different trade guilds often acquired comic or farcical undertones. The most fitting example for this is the York 

Play of Crucifixion, which, being performed by the guild of the Pinners and Painters, emphasised the Soldier’s 

ignorance, disdain and ridicule. 
66 NLI 30,361,9r. 
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 Corresponding to the principle of complementary dramaturgies in the joint construction 

of two plays, Yeats envisioned the Soldiers’ dance to become the conceptual counterpart of the 

ghost’s final movement sequence in The Dreaming of the Bones. While the ghosts’ dance is 

the corporeal manifestation of endless longing and unceasing pain as a result of the characters’ 

overwhelming love, the dance of the Soldiers embodies the joy of careless freedom and 

negligence in their rejection of love. It is important to note that the lack of the urgency of love 

and the complete elimination of erotic desire from the Soldiers’ dance not only positions 

Calvary in opposition to the emotional charge of The Dreaming of the Bones, but also to that 

of the whole oeuvre of Yeats’s dance plays. Calvary is the only play in which the dance is not 

performed (at least partly) by a female character, and in which female bodies are entirely 

removed from the stage. This male-centred presentation of the narrative is in sharp contrast to 

the playwright’s experimentations with female-oriented dramaturgical solutions in The Only 

Jealousy of Emer, which he was periodically revising at the time of Calvary’s composition.67 

The fact that Yeats was synchronously exploring contrastive approaches to presentations of 

gender shows his unceasing interest in exploiting the dialecticism of oppositions both within 

and between the dramaturgical structures of his plays. The synchronicity of his working 

processes provided Yeats with the possibility of establishing a dialogic relationship among his 

evolving play texts, which was not restrictive of the play-doubles of The Dreaming of the Bones 

and Calvary, but extended to all of his projects imagined in and for the theatre in the years of 

1918 and 1919. This constant interplay of texts in Yeats’s oeuvre provide firm justification for 

the validity of my methodology of approaching his dance plays spirally, re-reading and re-

interpreting them in relation to each other as they progress towards completion, both on the 

page and on the stage. 

 The last element that needs to be mentioned in the first phase of the play’s composition 

is the initial draft of the opening and closing songs. Yeats included sections of both in his 

second full draft of the play, and brought them close to completion relatively quickly, with only 

minor revisions to their imagery and form. The reason behind the straightforward formation of 

the songs is the composite symbolic structure Yeats outlined for them, which was based on 

some of the most important concepts that grounded the playwright’s spiritual-philosophical 

system. In his first sketches of the opening lyrics, Yeats evokes the image of a “motionless”, 

“lonely seabird”, a “white heron”, who is looking at his own reflection in a stream.68 “Although 

fish leap” around him, the heron “will not dare dip or do anything” but “stare” upon his own 

glittering image.69 In the figure of the solitary bird, Yeats evokes a symbol that for him signifies 

independence and free will, which are the attributes of the condition he defines as “complete 

subjectivity”70. In his system, subjectivity and objectivity are “intersecting states struggling 

one against the other”, from whose “continual conflict” man’s “past of present life” has been 

made.71 Subjectivity is always related to entities or ideas that are “emotional and aesthetic”, 

whereas objectivity correlates with everything that is “reasonable and moral”.72 In Calvary, 

                                                           
67 For the complete timeline of Yeats’s compositional processes, see the Appendix. 
68 NLI 30,361,24v, NLI 30,361,28r. 
69 NLI 30,361,28r. 
70 Yeats, Four Plays for Dancers, 103. 
71 A Vision, 53. 
72 Ibid, 54. 
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Yeats dramatises these contrastive yet complementary qualities as attributes of his dramatis 

personae, according to which Christ is defined as an embodiment of total objectivity, and every 

other physically presented character as manifestations of subjectivity. Although the complex 

symbolism of the qualities (in Yeats’s definition, the tinctures) is not directly integrated into 

the play text in its first two drafts, Yeats introduces its related spiritual-poetic imagery in his 

initial sketches of the songs. The bird-imagery presented in these early drafts remain mostly 

unchanged for the play’s published version in Four Plays for Dancers, where Yeats provides 

an exhaustive explanation for its symbolism. He writes: 

   

I use birds as symbols of subjective life, and my reason for this, and for certain other 

things, cannot be explained fully till I have published some parts at any rate of those 

papers of Michael Robartes, over which I have now spent several years.[…] Certain 

birds, especially as I see things, such lonely birds as the heron, hawk, eagle, and swan, 

are the natural symbols of subjectivity, especially when floating upon the wind alone 

or alighting upon some pool or river, while the beasts that run upon the ground, 

especially those that run in packs, are the natural symbols of objective man.73 

In the same commentary, Yeats highlights his thematic focus on loneliness, and clarifies how 

the bird-imagery of the songs contribute to the expression of this governing theme. He 

continues: 

 

I have used my bird-symbolism in these songs to increase the objective loneliness of 

Christ by contrasting it with a loneliness, opposite in kind, that unlike His can be, 

whether joyous or sorrowful, sufficient to itself. I have surrounded Him with the 

images of those He cannot save, not only with the birds, (who have served neither God 

nor Caesar, and await for none or for a different saviour), but with Lazarus and Judas 

and the Roman soldiers for whom He has died in vain.74 

 

Unlike in the previous dance plays, where the opening song functioned as a poetic evocation 

of the plays’ atmosphere and setting, in Calvary it provides a clear introduction to the most 

important arguments of the piece. The suggestive description of the solitary “dumbfounded” 

sea-bird is repeatedly interrupted by a sharp statement summarising the play’s most 

provocative claim, which is the proclamation of the futility of Christ’s sacrifice for those who 

rejected his love: “God has not died for the white heron.”75 With the integration of this 

statement into the opening lyrics, Yeats makes the play’s controversial approach to the act of 

redemption even more explicit, and sets the tone for the play’s unorthodox dramaturgy at the 

onset. 

 Besides its symbolic and narrative functions, the opening song also serves as a link to 

the other two dance plays Yeats was revising at the time. Poetic evocations of the “crescent 

moon”, the “sea wind”, and the “great waves” that are depicted with “eddying dark hollows 

under their crest” remind us of the imagery of the choral passages of The Only Jealousy of 

                                                           
73 Yeats, Four Plays for Dancers, 133. 
74 Ibid, 136. 
75 NLI 30,361,28r. 
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Emer and The Dreaming of the Bones. The descriptions of the sea’s “driven foam”, and “the 

blue deep upper air” in later drafts find their place in the closing song, alongside the brief, 

repetitive reaffirmations of the play’s opening statement: “God has not appeared to the birds.”76 

 

The Second Group of Materials: The Third Draft 

In the evolution of Calvary’s play text, Yeats follows the same order and technique of 

composition as in The Only Jealousy of Emer and in The Dreaming of the Bones. After having 

sketched out the plot and laid down the fundamentals of the play’s spatial structure, he turns to 

further elaborate and refine the text’s poetic imagery, with particular consideration of 

characters’ personal symbolic attributes. In the second phase of the writing process, he also 

devotes more attention to defining the relationship between players and audience, both by 

means of poetic devices and stage directions. In the play’s third full draft, Yeats revises the 

chorus’s opening narration, and instructs the First Musician to give account of the events of the 

initial episode in first person singular: 

 

The road to Calvary & I beside it 

Upon an ancient stone – Good Friday s come 

The day whereon Christ dreams his passion through77 

 

The description in this version is enriched with more details of movement, observed closely 

and noted with exquisite precision: 

 

[…] 

And now he stands amid a mocking crowd 

Heavily breathing. Those that are behind 

Climb upon the shoulders of those in front 

To shout out their mockery78 

 

The immediacy and personal tone of the First Musician’s narration serve the same function as 

in the opening lyrics of The Dreaming of the Bones: they position both the speaker and the 

audience into the shared space of the performance, helping the spectators to feel more involved 

in its action. In her analysis of Calvary’s spatial relations, Poulain claims that with the removal 

of the mocking crowd from the opening scene, Yeats “distances himself from the traditional 

ritual of the Passion play and neutralises its performative, community-building efficiency.”79 I 

agree with Poulain in that the disembodiment of the mockers “works against the ritualistic 

logic” of religious re-enactments of the Passion, as these events traditionally require 

participation and close interaction of the present members of the community.80 However, I 

would augment her argument by stating that the conscious inclusion of the real audience into 

the shared space of the performance, instead of hindering ritualistic engagement with the 

                                                           
76 NLI 30,361,25r. 
77 Harvard(C), 2r. 
78 Ibid. 
79 Poulain, Irish Drama, Modernity and the Passion Play, 57. 
80 Ibid. 
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dramatic action, facilitates it, and enhances the scene’s performative, “community-building” 

quality. 

 What makes Yeats’s attempt to draw the audience closer to the core of the action even 

more interesting is that the role he invites the spectators to play in the scene is a highly 

disturbing one. Just as in the play’s final station, here too, viewers are led to impersonate the 

missing characters of the scene: in this case the noisy, obnoxious mockers, the undisciplined, 

“persistent” mob who are “always wanting something”. Causing spectators discomfort and 

unease by temporarily endowing them with dramaturgical agency or by hinting at their shared 

responsibility is not new to Yeats: it is a device he already experimented with in The Dreaming 

of the Bones and In The Only Jealousy of Emer, and which will remain an important 

dramaturgical tool of his later dramatic works, such as in The Resurrection or in The Death of 

Cuchulain.81 

 Yeats further enhances spectators’ discomfort by giving voice to Christ’s suffering in 

response to the mockers’ cries. He inserts a new choral passage in which the Musicians’s voices 

embody Jesus’s fear of the hostility and ridicule reverberating from the crowd that surrounds 

him: 

 

O but the mockers cry 

Makes my heart afraid 

As though a flute of bone 

Taken from a herons thigh 

A heron crazed by the moon 

Were cleverly softly played82 

 

In this newly added choral interpolation, Yeats starts to work the symbolism of his 

philosophical system into the poetic imagery of the play text. Allusions to the phases of the 

moon and different types of solitary birds populate the revised version of the script, whose 

reworked dialogues and choral settings reflect Yeats’s growing ambition to express the play’s 

arguments predominantly through the images of his own spiritual-aesthetic framework. In the 

second station, Lazarus’s speech is extended with a few lines describing where he would 

wander in search for a tomb after parting with Christ. The places he specifies accommodate the 

lonely birds of the subjective temperament, and provide direct links to the setting and characters 

for The Dreaming of the Bones: 

 

Make way for Lazarus that has to search 

Under the broken mountain side or where 

[…]the geer eagle rides, or 

Where the last shadows are  

[…] Among the desert places where there is nothing 

                                                           
81 In The Resurrection, the spectators personify the missing crow of the “worshippers of Dionysus,” whom the 

players locate in the offstage space of the auditorium by “facing the audience” or “over the audience’s head”. In 

the opening scene of The Death of Cuchulain, the Old Man confronts the audience directly by talking out to 

them in his opening speech. Yeats, Collected Plays, 585, 693-694. 
82 Harvard(C), 2r. 
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But howling wind and solitary birds83 

 

In the third station, Yeats applies similar types of changes as in the first episode. He extends 

and re-structures the chorus’s sung passages that embody the emotions of the holy women, 

using the symbols of subjectivity as apt contrasts to their dependence and objective will: 

 

Take but his love away 

And we like a heron’s feather 

Under a harsh moon ray 

Are tossed hither & thither 

[…]A white blown feather 

On tumbling spray.84 

 

The image of the white heron appears in the fourth station as well, where Yeats includes it into 

Judas’s commentary on his choice of betraying Christ: 

 

But it was not your thought – for when I thought 

There was no live thing near me but a heron 

So full of itself that seemed terrified.85 

 

With its close associations with loneliness and free will in the play’s first four stations, the 

ever-present heron becomes the universal symbol for all of those characters for whom “Christ 

died in vain.”86 

 

The Third Group of Materials: The Typescripts and the Play’s Published Version 

After his extensive revisions in the play’s poetic imagery, in the last phase of the writing 

process Yeats focuses mostly on making the text readable and actable by clarifying his 

dramaturgical intentions in additional stage directions. For the published version, he simplifies 

the title to the sole place name “Calvary”, and inserts a few lines of introductory stage 

directions explaining the entry and positioning of the three Musicians. In these, Yeats clarifies 

his intention to have the audience seated “round three sides” of the “bare” playing space, and 

notes that the same kind of cloth-folding ritual should precede and conclude the piece in 

performance “as in the preceding plays.”87 

The most important addition to the play text is a brief explanation of the choreography 

for the dance of the Roman Soldiers in station five. In the first typescript, Yeats instructs his 

players to “dance round the cross, moving as if throwing dice”.88 In later versions of the 

                                                           
83 Harvard(C), 5r, 6r. The phrase “last shadows” is a direct reference to the ghosts of The Dreaming of the Bones, 

who are described by Dervorgilla as “shadows hovering between a thorn-tree and a stone”. Yeats, Collected 

Plays, 441. 
84 Harvard(C), 7r. 
85 Harvard(C), 9r. 
86 Yeats, Four Plays for Dancers, 133. 
87 NLI 8776(3), 1r, Yeats, Four Plays for Dancers, 70. 
88 NLI 8776(3), 6r. 
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published script (in Plays and Controversies and in the Collected Plays), this short stage 

direction is reduced to the mere indication of the movement sequence taking place at the end 

of the scene (“they dance”). The choreographic instructions referring to the players’ movement 

style and pattern eventually find their place in the poetic dialogue, spoken by the Second 

Roman Soldier: 

 

In the dance 

We quarrel for a while, but settle it 

By throwing dice, and after that, being friends, 

Join hand to hand, and wheel about the cross.89 

 

The Soldiers’ circular motion in their friendly act of togetherness reminds us of the ghostly 

dance of the “common sinners” in The Dreaming of the Bones, who, having forgotten their 

“earthly names” and deeds, “drift in amity” in perpetual “heavenly rounds” alongside their 

former enemies.90 

 The dramaturgical significance of this addition is that by instructing the Soldiers to 

dance around the cross, Yeats deprives the dying Christ of his visibility completely. Poulain’s 

metaphor of the “upstaged actor” who is “confined to invisibility at the crucial moment of his 

performance” aptly describes the position Yeats places his protagonist into in the play’s final 

scene.91 The gradual yet definitive humiliation of the tragic hero is a recurring element in 

Yeats’s dramaturgy, which takes more extreme forms as the playwright’s dramatic vision 

maturates.92 Cuchulain’s deprivation of his agency and willpower in The Only Jealousy of 

Emer and Christ’s marginalisation in his private tragedy in Calvary pave the way for the 

demeaning, grotesque death of Cuchulain by the hand of a blind beggar in Yeats’s last work 

for the stage. In the absurd “endgame” he composed for his theatrical double, Yeats formulated 

his final statement on life and death – both in and outside the theatre. 

 

Cuchulain: There floats out there 

The shape that I shall take when I am dead, 

My soul’s first shape, a soft feathery shape, 

And is not that strange shape for the soul 

Of a great fighting-man? 

 

Blind Man: Your shoulder is there, 

This is your neck. Ah! Ah! Are you ready, Cuchulain! 

 

                                                           
89 Yeats, Collected Plays, 456 
90 Ibid, 440. 
91 Poulain, Irish Drama, Modernity and the Passion Play, 60. 
92 McAteer reaches a similar conclusion in Yeats and Modern Drama, where he states that the “anti-heroic” 

stance of the protagonists is a salient feature of the late plays. McAteer argues that in the dramaturgical elements 

of the “subversive undercurrents of farce” that these characters are presented with link Yeats’s drama to 

Pirandello’s black comedies (especially to Lazarus), and “anticipate some of the most radical innovations of 

post-war drama, particularly those of Beckett.” McAteer, Yeats and European Drama, 110. 
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Cuchulain: I say it is about to sing. 

 [The stage darkens.]93 

  

                                                           
93 Yeats, Collected Plays, 702-703. 
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INTERPRETING CALVARY AND THE RE-EVALUATION OF PAR 

Based on the scrutiny of the play’s textual development, I would like to return to the two 

questions I raised in my introduction to this chapter. The first one required comparative 

analyses of the compositional techniques of plays Yeats wrote with the inclusion of practical 

experimentation, and of the one he completed without it. As the above analysis has shown, 

despite the absence of performance practice in the compositional process of Calvary, the 

genesis of the play text followed a very similar structure to that of Yeats’s previous three dance 

dramas. Similarities are particularly noticeable in comparison with those two plays whose 

writing processes overlapped with the evolution of Calvary in the years of 1918 and 1919, 

namely that of The Dreaming of the Bones and The Only Jealousy of Emer. The analogies 

between the three plays are both structural and thematic, and stem predominantly from the 

playwright’s theoretical and practical engagement with spiritualism and occult philosophies 

during their compositions, which proved to become a major influence on all three plays. 

Calvary’s “next of kin” in the Yeatsian dramatic oeuvre is undoubtedly The Dreaming of the 

Bones, which the playwright himself regarded as the former’s dramaturgical double. The close 

correspondence between the two plays’ textual evolution is largely due to the fact that neither 

of them were revised substantially after their first publication, which led to a smoother, neater, 

and more straightforward composition in both cases. 

However, the lack of stage practice in the development of Calvary denoted some 

important differences between its composition and that of Yeats’s three other dance plays too, 

from which the most noticeable one was the playwright’s lesser consideration of stage 

directions and stage movement. In the published script, Yeats only included the bare minimum 

of instructions regarding the play’s staging and actors’ movement, to which the description of 

the climactic dance sequence was no exception. The choreographic aspects of the Soldiers’ 

dance were only sketched but not elaborated, with its movement style and pattern only hinted 

at by Yeats’s single-sentenced stage direction and short references in the dialogues. Compared 

to the intricate choreographies designed for The Dreaming of the Bones and The Only Jealousy 

of Emer, this seems exceptionally conspicuous, especially if we consider the overlap in the 

timing of their compositions. The most likely reason for this is the lack of performance practice 

in Calvary’s textual development, which would have provided Yeats with a better insight to 

how his own text could work in actual, physical space. Without practice, in some way, Calvary 

was left “unfinished”, which was a conclusion Yeats himself phrased with regard to another of 

his movement-pieces that he could not stage before it went to print: The Cat and the Moon.94 

In his Note to the play, Yeats writes: 

                                                           
94 The Cat and the Moon is Yeats’s dance piece written in the style of the Japanese Kyogen (short, farcical 

interlude that was usually played between more serious Noh plays). Yeats drafted the first version of The Cat 

and the Moon in 1917, but the text remained unfinished until 1924, when it was published in The Cat and the 

Moon and Certain Poems, and in two periodicals The Criterion and The Dial. Yeats, as can be seen from the 

quote above, was unsatisfied with the text until it was tried on the actual stage in 1931, and rewrote the play 

substantially for its publication in Wheels and Butterflies and the Collected Plays in 1934. As Cat and the Moon 

was not included in Four Plays for Dancers, I did not discuss its composition in my analysis. Yeats, At the 

Hawk’s Well and The Cat and the Moon, xlix-lv. 
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I have not written any verses to be sung at the unfolding and the folding of a cloth. It 

is all the slighter because probably unfinished, and must remain unfinished until it has 

been performed and I know how the Lame Man is to move. Is he to remain, after he 

comes up from the other’s back, upon one knee, or crouching till he can pick up, as I 

have no doubt he does, the Blind Man’s stick? Or is he but to walk stiffly, or limp as 

if a leg were paralysed? Whatever his movement are they must be artificial and formal, 

like the movement upon a puppet stage, or in a dance, & I may have to give him more 

words here and there to explain these movements. But it may be never played, never 

seem worth the trouble of making those masks, or of writing the music and so I let it 

go as it is.95 

The consequence of the fact that Yeats had to let Calvary “go as it is”, and therefore showed 

only a moderate interest in defining its choreographic details for stage movement and the dance 

sequence, is a wide range of possibilities in its stage adaptation. As we have seen in previous 

chapters, Yeats always attempted to avoid prescriptive dramaturgical instructions in his 

movement pieces, yet, the spatial references he integrated into their textual design did 

formulate some basic dramaturgical principles for their performances. Calvary is an exception 

in this regard: Yeats’s less consideration of stage movement and placement in its spatial 

structure proposes more freedom in its practical interpretation – for which I am going to provide 

some examples below. 

The other particularity of Calvary’s composition compared to the preceding dance plays 

is its boldness and invention, both in the choice of its subject material and in its dramaturgical 

devices. As I pointed out in my analysis, the techniques Yeats applies in Calvary are all rooted 

in their earlier, lesser developed uses in previous plays; however, their employment in the 

Christ-play is more radical and progressive. Similarly to its choreographic “incompleteness”, 

the play’s explicitness is also due to the lack of productions in Yeats’s lifetime, as in the case 

of Calvary, the playwright was not required to adjust his dramaturgical solutions to the 

capabilities of actors and musicians, or to the demands and tastes of his audiences. This leads 

us to the conclusion that the lack of its practical exploration contributed largely to the 

provocative stance of the play, which made the piece a fertile ground for dramaturgical 

experimentation – even today. 

The second issue that requires consideration in the light of the findings of this chapter 

is the necessity of using practice-as-research tools in the exploration of Yeats’s space 

dramaturgy – both in Calvary and in the Yeatsian dramatic oeuvre in general. As my textual 

analysis has shown, the salient features of the play’s dramaturgy all consider the players’ 

relationship with the audience in one way or another: the episodic structure of the piece recalls 

the ritualistic re-enactments of the passion narrative, which require viewers’ involvement in 

the dramatic action. Similarly, there are many scenes that, due to their meta-theatrical quality, 

rely on spectators’ visible presence in a shared playing space. These findings point towards the 

conclusion that in order to fully explore the play’s possible interpretations, the inclusion of a 

practice-based research component, focusing on the involvement of the audience in the context 

of a staged performance, would be vital. Having considered the already mentioned goals and 

                                                           
95 Yeats, The Cat and the Moon and Certain Poems, 40-41. 
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constraints of my research inquiry, instead of providing a summary of rehearsal and production 

outcomes as in previous chapters, I am presenting a list of focus areas and performance aspects 

that I propose for further practical investigation. With this, I am hoping to shed light on 

important, and so far neglected, elements of the space dramaturgy of Calvary that could only 

be discussed in the context of performance – thus opening up new directions both in my own 

research and in the broader discourse on Yeats’s uses of space. When relevant, I will examine 

my proposed performance solutions in relation to earlier productions of the play, thus 

positioning my interpretations into the broader context of the play’s performance history. 

 

1. The scrutiny of the play’s textual development has shown the playwright’s intention 

to structure his piece according to the religious performance traditions of the Stations 

of the Cross. In his re-dramatisation of Christ’s passion, Yeats consciously relied on 

the audience’s familiarity with traditional (visual and performative) arrangements of 

the Stations, which he included in the scenarios of Calvary, with the intention to 

subvert and re-evaluate them in the play’s highly provocative narrative frame. With 

this in mind, in a proposed production I would highlight the episodic structure of the 

piece to emphasise its dramaturgical links to its religious source materials.  

2. In order to make the conscious subversion of traditional scenes more apparent, I would 

exploit Yeats’s dramaturgy of absence to the greatest possible extent by following the 

playwright’s instructions in removing the mocking crowd and Christ’s followers from 

stations one, three and five. Although Yeats’s intention to disembody these characters 

from his scenarios is clearly marked in the stage directions, the play’s performance 

history gives evidence of a certain reluctance in their application by theatre 

practitioners. In her discussion on the play’s reception, Poulain enumerates some of 

these more “traditional” interpretations (highlighting the productions by PETA and 

James Flannery, which I will discuss in more detail below), noting that by staging the 

crowd, these productions do not “go against the intent of the play, but rather express 

one of its numerous contradictory potentialities.”96 While I agree with Poulain 

regarding the play’s inherent openness for interpretation, I still claim that it is the 

contrast between the orthodox and Yeats’s subverted depictions of the Passion that 

gives the play its unique expressive power in performance. Hence, in a prospective 

performance I would attempt to discover how stations one, three and five work 

without the on-stage audience, and how their absence could contribute to the 

interpretation of Christ’s sacrifice. I would also explore how the visible presence of 

the audience could influence the meanings evoked by the same scenes. 
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Figure 235. Production shot of Calvary (Kalbaryo) performed by the Philippine Educational Theatre 

Association (PETA) in 1971 in the Philippines. The scene above shows that the production employed a full 

chorus for the embodiment of the wailing women in station three. A detailed description and analysis of the 

production is provided by Poulain in her shapter on Calvary. Source: Poulain, Irish Drama, Modernity and the 

Passion Play, 66. 

Figure 234. Scene from the first production of Calvary, staged in the Lyric Theatre, Belfast, in 1954, under the 

direction of Mary O’Malley. The scene shows that the wailing women were staged, aiming to evoke empathy 

for Christ in the spectators. Source: Lyric Theatre Archive, NUI Galway. 
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Figure 236. Another production shot from PETA’s production of Calvary, which shows that the performance 

took place outdoors, with the ritualistic involvement of the spectators, in the style of traditional passion plays. 

Source: Poulain, Irish Drama, Modernity and the Passion Play, 66. 

 

Figure 237. Rehearsal shot for Sam McCready’s production of Calvary at the Yeats Summer School in Sligo, 

2015. The picture shows the preparation of the choreography for the wailing women’s scene, which was staged 

with the presence of a sympathetic crowd. I participated in this project, and am the first player from the right. In 

the front: Maddie Tongue, choreographer. 
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3. In order to establish the conditions for the ritualistic involvement of the audience, I 

would arrange the performance according to the concept of a shared performance 

space. For this, I propose two possible spatial arrangements, both of which facilitate 

close interaction between players and spectators (similarly to the arrangement seen in 

PETA’s production pictures on Figures 235 and 236). The first configuration would 

meticulously follow Yeats’s stage directions by being designed for a black box theatre 

(or in any “empty space”), with the audience seated around a platform stage on three 

sides or in a circular arrangement. This would enable good visibility of the spectators, 

who would be constantly reminded of their own presence in the dramatic action. The 

second possible arrangement would emphasise another aspect of the play’s 

dramaturgy, which is its rootedness in the performance practices of the Via Crucis. 

This configuration, similarly to my staging of The Only Jealousy of Emer in Thoor 

Ballylee, would require a processional setting and a moving audience. To highlight 

the contrast between orthodox re-enactments of the Passion and Yeats’s “corrupted” 

narrative even more, the procession could be accommodated in a church or on a 

calvary hill, which have served as traditional locations for the Stations for centuries. 

4. As far as the rehearsal techniques and actor training methodologies are concerned, I 

would experiment with applying to the text my training and rehearsal methodology of 

the choreographic approach, with the aim to illuminate further aspects of the play’s 

spatial design. Based on my previous experience with the methodology, it always 

illuminated aspects of the play’s space dramaturgy that would have otherwise been 

left unattended. 

5. In my practical exploration, I would devote special attention to working with tableaux, 

both as a rehearsal tool and as a compositional element in performance. The relevance 

of the use of this device is suggested by Yeats’s conscious reliance on the 

acknowledged visual representations of the Stations of the Cross, which could be used 

as source material for choreographing the play’s scenarios. As my interpretation 

emphasises the absence of certain characters from these traditional depictions, I would 

experiment with the formation of “unfinished” or corrupted versions of these tableaux. 
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Figure 238. Production picture of the first (and only) production of Calvary in the Abbey Theatre, directed by 

Raymond Yeates. The production premiered on the Peacock stage on 14 September 1986, and was played in a 

double will with Yeats’s later Christ- play, The Resurrection. The picture shows the last scene of the play, 

which suggests a tableau-like arrangement, similar to the traditional depictions of Christ’s crucifixion. Source: 

Abbey Digital Archives. 

Figure 239. Production shot of Calvary directed by James Flannery at the Dublin Theatre Festival in 1965. 

In his article “Action and Reaction at the Dublin Theatre Festival”, Flannery describes the above scene as 

depicting the “final tableaux” of the play, and refers to the use of tableaux as a tool that evokes sympathy 

towards the dying Christ. He writes: “The use of a real crowd in Calvary made possible some extraordinarily 

beautiful and moving tableaux – the face of Christ lit to achieve, as The Irish Times described it, ‘an almost 

medieval quality of anguish.’” Flannery, “Action and Reaction,” 74. 
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6. Another element that would require heightened emphasis in the preparation for the 

play’s production is the use of voices and soundscapes. Yeats’s dependence on the 

meaning-making quality of disembodied voices in the choral settings of Calvary is 

substantial, which would justify extensive experimentation with vocal exercises. The 

polyphonic structure of the sung passages could also provide good working material 

for musical exploration, and cold ground fruitful collaborations with composers 

interested in sonic design and the innovative uses of the human voice. 

 

Based on the conclusions of this chapter, according to which the integration of practice-as-

research methodologies into the exploration of Calvary would have largely contributed to the 

mapping of the play’s spatial design, we can claim that a practical component is, indeed, a vital 

element in the scrutiny of the dance plays’ space dramaturgy. A summary of how this practical 

component was used to reveal Yeats’s dramaturgical practices in the development of his genre 

of the dance play, and a brief explanation of how it could be applied in the dramaturgical 

investigation of other pieces in the Yeatsian dramatic oeuvre is provided in the conclusions of 

the dissertation. 
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CONCLUSIONS AND DIRECTIONS FOR FURTHER RESEARCH 

 

I conclude my discussion by returning to the starting point of my research inquiry “with a 

renewed understanding”, by summarising the most important points of my research outcomes, 

in the light of my initial aims and objectives defined for the project.1 The plural form in the 

title of this section denotes the multiplicity and the interdisciplinarity of the project’s outcomes, 

which derive from the methodological complexity of the research. In accordance with the 

principles of the hermeneutical spiral method, which considers every ending as a new starting 

point for further discovery and progress, I am presenting my findings amended with a brief 

commentary on possible new directions for further research, where relevant. 

The starting point of my research inquiry on Yeats the Dramaturge was the thesis that 

Yeats’s expertise in dramaturgy has not yet been sufficiently explored and acknowledged, 

which was largely due to the infrequent staging of his plays, and the limitations of their 

dramaturgical investigation in Yeats scholarship. I highlighted the doubly marginalised 

position of the dance plays in the reception and study of Yeatsian drama, which was the result 

of their quality of being composed for multiple means of artistic expression (incorporating 

music, movement, masked performance, and dance), and their inherent reliance on 

performance to be fully understood and appreciated. I also argued that it was exactly their 

performance-based composition that made the dance plays most representative of Yeats’s skills 

in dramaturgy, and that it was their structural complexity that justified the exploration of the 

playwright’s dramaturgical techniques through their investigation. I described two core 

problems as the triggers for the “double absence” of the dance plays in academia and in the 

professional theatre scene, which were: the oversimplification of the description of the genre 

as poetic drama (and poetic drama only, neglecting the plays’ non-verbal performance 

elements), and the lack of suitable methodologies for training theatre professionals to produce 

them.  

Based on this, my research project defined two main aims that were set to neutralise 

the problems that have so far hindered the investigation of Yeats’s dramaturgical methods. 

Firstly, it aimed at re-defining the genre of the dance play by employing a research method that 

combined literary analysis with archival research and practice-based exploration. Secondly, it 

intended to provide a methodology for actors and students of Yeats, which was designed 

specifically to explore Yeats’s play texts practically, both in professional theatre and in 

educational contexts. In the summary below, I am going to review how these two aims were 

met during the course of the research project. 

 

THE RE-DEFINITION OF THE GENRE OF THE DANCE-PLAY 

The process of re-defining the genre of the dance play was based on the thesis that the 

development of the dance plays mark a pivotal phase in Yeats’s stagecraft, which began with 

the composition of his first Noh-inspired dance play, At the Hawk’s Well in 1916, and 

concluded with the publication of the volume Four Plays for Dancers in 1921. According to 

the main argument of the research, the dramaturgical principles that Yeats explored and refined 

                                                           
1 Trimingham, “A Methodology for Practice as Research”, 56. 
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during his first five years of composing pieces for dancers were distinctive and inventive, and 

were based on the playwright’s unique uses of space. The study also argued that the evolution 

of the genre of the dance play grounded the most important performance principles of Yeats’s 

stagecraft for the rest of his career in the theatre, and that they demonstrated the playwright’s 

invention and pioneering stance in twentieth-century modernist theatre-making. 

My research outcomes on the dance plays’ space dramaturgy demonstrated that the 

generic specification of the Yeatsian dance drama should be extended with some features that 

so far have been neglected both in the fields of academic research and in theatre practice. These 

features, of which I provide a short list below, concern the two most important aspects of the 

plays’ performance: the arrangement of the playing space, and, largely depending on the 

former, the physicality of actors.  

It is important to mention that those structural elements of the dance dramas that involve 

substantial input from collaborators in the plays’ staging, namely the use of masks, the 

choreography of the climactic dance sequence in the play’s narrative, and the composition of 

the music, are not included in the summary below. The reason for this is that although their 

structural importance in the dance plays’ composition is unquestionable (as has been discussed 

extensively in exiting scholarship, which is elaborated on in the introduction), their actual 

manifestation depends largely on the invention of the performer-collaborators rather than on 

Yeats’s own, deliberately vague, instructions. The filling of these “gaps” in the plays’ texts 

hence remains the task of the producers of the dramas, and therefore cannot be considered as 

salient features of the texts themselves. 

According to the findings of my research project, the so far neglected features of the 

genre of the Yeatsian dance play are the following: 

 

1. The dance plays rely predominantly on two dramaturgical methods in creating meaning 

on the stage. The first is verbal expression, which is employed through the use of poetic 

devices. The second, and so far neglected, component of the plays’ meaning-making 

mechanism is the expressive power of actors’ spatial relations. The concept of spatial 

relations is an umbrella term, which refers to players’ movement and placement in the 

performance space (including such aspects as movement style, movement patterns, and 

the use of gestures), their proxemic relations, and their relationship to the audience. 

2. The heavy reliance on spatiality and corporeal expression in the dance plays’ meaning-

making mechanism is indicated in the play texts themselves, in references that relate to 

spatial relations. These references are either explicit (given in stage directions) or covert 

(included in the dialogues or in the songs in the main body of the play text, embedded 

in the play’s poetic imagery).  

3. I referred to the set of these space- and movement-related references in the play’s 

textual composition as the dance plays’ unique spatial design. 

 

Based on the above principles, in my investigation, I explored and analysed the individual 

spatial designs for each of the four dance plays that Yeats published in Four Plays for Dancers. 

The initial phase of my research inquiry on At the Hawk’s Well suggested that for a more 

comprehensive scrutiny of the plays’ spatial relations, literary analyses would not be sufficient, 

which was justified by the last phase of the research on Calvary. This conclusion underlined 
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the importance of physical expression in the dramaturgical composition of the dance plays, and 

confirmed the validity of using practice-as-research tools in the discovery of the playwright’s 

dramaturgical techniques. The justification of the necessity of PaR in the investigation of the 

dance dramas pointed towards the possibility of using the same approach for other plays in the 

Yeatsian dramatic oeuvre as well. 

Based on my practical and analytical research inquiry into the text and performance of 

the four dance dramas, I defined a series of dramaturgical devices that Yeats employed to 

formulate the plays’ spatial design. Although there were slight differences in how these devices 

were exploited in each individual play, the diachronic yet comparative analyses of the plays’ 

composition demonstrated that there was a clearly traceable continuity in the application of 

these tools, which indicates that they evolved into a consistent system in the dance plays’ 

structural design. I do not intend to provide a comprehensive list of all of these devices here, 

as it would lead to unnecessary reiterations of the findings of the four main chapters. Instead, 

I am discussing those tools only whose employment remained an integral part of Yeats’s 

dramaturgy in his later plays, or provided a ground base for his successive dramaturgical 

explorations. I am also providing a short commentary on how these devices link Yeats’s 

dramaturgy to the practice of his successors in twentieth-century theatre-making. 

The first, and probably most important, technique that Yeats relied on in all of his first 

dance dramas, and that he used consistently in his later plays, is the employment of a shared 

performance space. This setting facilitated actors’ close proximity to, and consequently, their 

direct interaction with the audience, which opened up a wide range of dramaturgical 

possibilities in establishing the plays’ spatial relations. Yeats began to explore this device in 

the composition of At the Hawk’s Well, where it was used to highlight the meaning-making 

quality of actors’ place-changes. In The Dreaming of the Bones, he employed the same 

technique with the intention to locate abstract, imagined, or off-stage spaces in the actual, 

physical properties of the theatre space. The positions of these locations were instructed to be 

“above” and “behind” the audience, aiming to integrate the full theatre space, and thus the 

spectators, into the dramatic action. Yeats exploited different aspect of the same technique in 

The Only Jealousy of Emer, where the closeness of players and audience was intended to 

enhance the dramatic effect of the presence of the “invisible” ghost in performance, and to 

make it possible for the players to “speak out” directly to the spectators. The integration of the 

audience into the play’s dramaturgical design became even more prominent in Calvary, where 

the majority of the scenes was composed in a way that their interpretation largely depended on 

the visible presence (or absence) of the spectators. In Calvary, members of the audience were, 

in some scenes, designed to be positioned into the roles of characters who were physically not 

present on the stage, with the aim to endow them with visibility in the playing space, and 

consequently with a dramaturgical agency.  

The technique of setting his plays in shared performance spaces to facilitate the 

interaction between players and audience remained an important feature of Yeats’s dramaturgy 

until the end of his career as a dramatist. Almost all of his later plays include references to 

actors’ movement in or towards the audience, or series of actions that happen outside of an 

allocated playing space, even in proscenium arrangements. Prominent examples are: The 

Resurrection, where actors are repeatedly instructed to enter and move in between the rows of 

the spectators, and where, similarly to the use of the device in Calvary, viewers themselves 
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embody missing characters in certain scenes, and The Death of Cuchulain, where the Old Man 

of the opening scene directly addresses the audience. The principle of shared performance 

spaces and the integration of the audience into the dramaturgical construction in Yeatsian 

dramaturgy points towards the staging solutions applied by such prominent theatre-makers as 

Antonin Artaud, Tandeusz Kantor, Jerzy Grotowski, and Peter Brook, and foreshadow more 

recent approaches in late twentieth and early-twenty-first century European theatre, where 

immersive, and participatory theatre forms became more common. 

Closely related to, and in a way a result of, the technique of setting his plays in shared 

performance spaces, Yeats employed another dramaturgical device that evolved into one of the 

most prominent features of his stagecraft in the 1920s and 1930s. This is the plays’ meta-

theatrical and self-reflexive quality, which the playwright began to explore in the composition 

of The Dreaming of the Bones, and experimented with more freely in Calvary. The ironic tone, 

and the bitterness of dramatic self-reflexion that Yeats established in his first Christ-play grew 

to dominate the dramaturgies of his later plays. Illustrative examples can be found in The Full 

Moon in March, where the opening act of the Attendants immediately emphasises its own 

theatricality (“What do we do? / What part do we take?”), and most markedly in The Death of 

Cuchulain, where the Old Man in his introductory speech talks about the “old epics and Mr. 

Yeats’s plays”, on which he eventually “spits” three times.2 Although meta-theatricality is not 

a modernist invention (early examples could be found in ancient Greek and early-modern 

performance texts), the plays’ self-reflexive tone, their intertextual references, and the 

fictionalisation (and dramatisation) of the playwright’s own persona prefigure the 

compositional principles of postmodern literature and drama. 

The third dramaturgical tool that Yeats introduced in the composition of the dance plays 

and used extensively in his later works is the employment of absence for dramaturgical 

emphasis, or for the evocation of suspense and fear. The first applications of the device could 

be found in At the Hawk’s Well, where it was already paired with the employment of sound 

effects, and aimed at enhancing the dramaturgical significance of offstage characters and their 

actions. The complementary juxtaposition of absent places, actions, or characters with effects 

for sound or incidental music appears in all of the dance dramas, and within the corpus of the 

four dance plays, gains its most complex form in Calvary. In Yeats’s first Christ-play, absence 

is employed as a means to deprive dramaturgically present characters of their bodies, leaving 

merely their voices, and the Musicians’ narrations, to account for their on-stage actions. Both 

the device of absence and its complementary dramaturgical tool, the employment of 

disembodied voices are used extensively in Yeats’s late plays. The most emblematic examples 

are the missing crowd of the followers of Dionysus, indicated by the sound of the rattles and 

drums in The Resurrection, and the disembodied voices of the spirits in The Words upon the 

Window-Pane. Other, more disturbing forms of disembodiment could be found in Full Moon 

in March, The King of The Great Clock Tower, and The Death of Cuchulain, where bodies are 

truncated and reduced to severed heads, which, in the last play of Yeats, even start to sing. The 

dramaturgical devices of absence, disembodiment, and disembodied voices can all be found in 

                                                           
2 Yeats, Collected Plays, 621, 693-694. 
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the plays and radio pieces of Samuel Beckett, which admittedly owe a lot to the pioneering 

dramaturgies of Yeats’s dance dramas.3  

Another important device that grew out from the dance plays’ space dramaturgy is the 

narrative quality of stage movement, which Yeats explored in many different forms during his 

playwriting career. In the dance dramas, movement was mostly employed as a means to 

underline, and give a choreographic emphasis to the meanings expressed in the plays’ poetic 

text. This happened through the changes in actors’ placement or proxemic relations, or was 

expressed through their movement styles and patterns of their stage movements. Movement 

was also used for the characterisation of the dramatic personae, which was always combined 

with poetic descriptions of their features, expressed through vivid spatial metaphors. Although 

examples can be found for all manifestations of the narrative quality of stage movement in 

Yeats’s later plays, none of them integrates as many of them in a single play as the four initial 

dance dramas. The most prominent example of the exploitation of the narrative function of 

movement in the late plays can be found in The Herne’s Egg, where full scenes are danced out 

without dialogue or commentary. With the various uses of actors’ movement and corporeal 

expression in the his plays’ dramaturgy, Yeats paved the way for the performance style of 

physical theatre, which only began to gain more space on the European stages in the 1970s. 

The last dramaturgical device of the dance plays that needs to be accounted for is the 

simultaneous use of action and narration in storytelling. Yeats began to explore this tool in the 

composition of The Dreaming of the Bones, and applied it in several different forms in The 

Only Jealousy of Emer and Calvary. In its most innovative applications, on-stage narration 

accompanied the simultaneous actions of absent characters, which was a device that Yeats 

employed frequently in his later plays. Characteristic examples could be found in The 

Resurrection, where the movement and gestures of the disembodied crowd and of the figure of 

the silent Christ are narrated by The Greek and The Syrian, and in Purgatory, where the 

movement of the spirits in the house in the background are accompanied by the Old Man’s 

narration. Yeats’s employment of the simultaneous use of action and narration is the only 

dramaturgical tool whose application did not initiate or contribute to further major innovations 

in the twentieth-century European theatre scene. Although the uses of such devices have been 

common in Eastern theatre practices (especially in Indian and Japanese theatre traditions from 

its earliest applications in Sanskrit theatre in 200 BC), it remained a uniquely Yeatsian device 

on the twentieth century European stages. 

The above summary has shown that although the individual spatial designs of the four 

dance dramas discussed in this dissertation are slightly different, they share a set of devices 

that are important dramaturgical constituents for all of them. Apart from their structured and 

                                                           
3 One important connection of possible generic influence was a performance of Purgatory in Dublin, in August 

1938, which was attended by Beckett. In his analysis of the play in Yeats and European Drama, Michael McAteer 

notes that “the impact of that night’s performance on the thirty-two year old is evident in several of Beckett’s 

greatest theatrical achievements after the war”, and highlights not only the similarities between Yeats’s late play 

and Waiting for Godot, but suggests a spatial continuity between Purgatory and Endgame by claiming that the 

house seen from the outside in the former could be considered the same dwelling as the interior in the latter. 

McAteer also highlights the importance of circularity and enclosure as spatial organising principles in Yeats that 

had a substantial impact on Beckett. He writes: “The sense of relentless circularity, enclosure and cruelty that 

characterises Purgatory become trademarks of Beckett’s drama.” McAteer, Yeats and European Drama, 176. 
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consistent use in Yeats’s initial four dance plays, they also appear in the playwright’s later 

plays, which demonstrate their importance in the entirety of the Yeatsian dramatic oeuvre. 

 

 

THE DEVELOPMENT OF A NEW PRACTICE-BASED METHODOLOGY: A 

CHOREOGRAPHIC APPROACH 

The practice-based methodology that I developed during the course of the research project was 

initially aimed at aiding my literary investigations of Yeatsian space dramaturgy within the 

corpus of the dance plays. After my first attempts in defining the governing principles of my 

method in the PaR inquiry of At the Hawk’s Well, I realised that the training for that particular 

piece involved the development of performance skills (especially in movement, singing, verse 

speaking, musical composition and mask-work) that could be highly beneficial for actors in 

other performance contexts as well. The choreographic approach later proved to be applicable 

in the processes of staging more of the dance dramas, which suggests that it could become a 

useful tool in producing more of Yeats’s stage pieces. Due to its emphasis on working with the 

body in the context of poetic drama, it also carries the potential to become an important site of 

experimentation in staging any play written in verse. 

Apart from its uses in the rehearsal room, the choreographic approach proved to be a 

useful tool in university education as well. In the second year of my research inquiry, I was 

asked to integrate some exercises of my practical methodology into classes on Yeats for 

university students. In 2018, I gave a series of classes on Yeatsian drama on BA level as a guest 

lecturer at the Department of English at the University of Liverpool, which included the 

delivery of two two-hour long workshops. In 2019, I gave a practice-based class on Yeats’s 

plays for postgraduate students at the Department of English at NUI Galway, which 

incorporated the same series of exercises as the classes in Liverpool. My experience with 

applying a set of my exercise scheme in an educational context made me realise that the 

choreographic approach could, in fact, be used outside of the rehearsal room, and could be 

successfully integrated into the curricula of literature and theatre departments at universities. 

 Based on my experience with using the choreographic approach in different contexts, 

and for people with different backgrounds and training, I propose four possible applications of 

my methodology, which I enlist and explain in more detail below. To make the application of 

the method easier in practice, I prepared two worksheets with a sample set of exercises for 

professional actors and students respectively, which are included in the Appendices. 

 

1. For Staging Yeats 

 

The choreographic approach was originally developed to facilitate the staging of 

Yeats’s dance dramas. Therefore, the primary context for its application is in the 

rehearsal room, with actors of any background or training, in preparation for the staging 

of a Yeats play. As my summary above has shown, several dramaturgical devices that 

Yeats developed for the dance plays were integrated into his later works for the stage, 
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which suggests that uses of the choreographic approach could be beneficial in the 

staging of Yeats’s late plays as well. 

 The methodology could serve two major functions in staging Yeats. The first is 

to help the personal and collective development of actors in their preparation for a Yeats 

production. Secondly, the choreographic approach can also be used as a tool for PaR 

inquiries, to amend, to evaluate, and to reveal further directions in, literary analyses. 

 

A worksheet with a set of exercises for actors preparing for a Yeats production is 

included in the Appendices. 

 

2. For the Study of Yeats 

 

As I mentioned above, some exercises of the choreographic approach have already been 

tested in educational contexts, and proved highly beneficial for students’ engagement 

with Yeats’s plays. These first steps in the employment of practical tools in discovering 

and teaching Yeats, however, point towards the benefits of integrating the method, or 

similar practical tools into the study of Yeats both in undergraduate and postgraduate 

courses. Yeats’s own practice-based approach to composing his plays, and the dance 

dramas’ performance-based quality underline the need to investigate them in a practical 

perspective as well, which could provide an important addition to the plays’ literary 

analyses. The practical exploration of Yeats’s works for the stage in educational 

contexts could also contribute to establishing a better visibility for the dance dramas 

and Yeats’s lesser known plays, which is crucial for their restoration to academic 

discourse and to the professional theatre scene. 

 

A worksheet with a set of exercises for students studying Yeats’s plays is included in 

the Appendices. 

 

3. For Staging Other Plays 

 

The choreographic approach could be applied as part of the rehearsal process in the 

staging of plays that are not written by Yeats, but share some dramaturgical similarities 

with Yeatsian dance dramas. Based on the governing principles of the methodology, 

the choreographic approach could be applied to any play that relies on movement and 

actors’ physicality in its meaning-making. It could also be applied to texts that include 

references to movement or detailed descriptions of spaces or places. The most evident 

example is to use the method for producing Shakespeare, as both of the above 

mentioned criteria are met in Shakespearean dramaturgy. The other possible material 

the methodology could prove to be beneficial is the plays of Beckett, which, as I have 

previously argued, share some dramaturgical features with Yeatsian drama. 

 Although I did not prepare a separate worksheet for actors working on other 

plays, the worksheet for Yeatsian drama could easily be modified to serve the same 

purpose. 

 



Conclusions and Directions for Further Research 

288 

 

4. For Professional Actor Training 

 

The last context in which the choreographic approach could prove beneficial is the 

educational environment for professional actor training. After each of my PaR projects 

on Yeats, I received positive feedback from my actors, in which they described a 

significant development in their skills in movement, mask-work, vocal work, working 

with music, and with an ensemble in a workshop environment. Based on this, I came to 

the conclusion that the original aims of the choreographic approach could be reversed: 

it is not only my actor training methodology that could be used for staging Yeats plays, 

but Yeats plays could also be used for actor training in general, through the employment 

of my methodology. What I propose here is the use of the texts of Yeats’s dance plays, 

explored through the set of exercises of the choreographic approach, for training young 

adults to become actors or theatre professionals.  

For the purpose of this, the combination of the exercises described in the two 

worksheets would be suitable. 

 

Based on the re-evaluation of my research outcomes and on the summary of my proposed 

research activities for the project’s further development, it can be concluded that the two major 

aims of the research project were successfully met. I can only hope that the re-definition of the 

dance drama on the page and on the stage, and the movement-based exploration of Yeats’s play 

texts would, in the long run, result in the revival of the plays on the world’s stages. 
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APPENDIX A: TIMELINES FOR THE WORKING PROCESSES OF YEATS AND 

MYSELF 

Below is a comparative double timeline for the processes of engaging with the dance plays for Yeats 

(in composing and producing them), and for myself (in researching and staging them). Both processes 

should be imagined as spirals, in which the given elements are in constant interplay, influencing each 

other, and moving the process forward. The list is not comprehensive, marking only the most 

important milestones in each process. 

 

    

     

 

 

 

Textual 

composition and 

publication 

Practice Research Practice 

June 2013: BA thesis 

on Yeats’s uses of dance 

and masks in his plays. 

March 2015: Research 

paper on the uses of 

space in Yeats’s plays 

(theories of space and 

place) for the 

National Scientific 

Students' Associations 

Conference, Hungary. 

April 2015: Research 

paper on At the Hawk’s 

Well PaR at the 

symposium of the 

Hugarian Yeats Society. 

August 2013, 2014, 2015: 

Drama workshops with 

Sam McCready at the 

Sligo Summer School 

(playing the Musician in 

The Resurrection, the 

Young Girl in The 

Dreaming of the Bones, 

and Lazarus in Calvary.) 

April 2015: At the Hawk’s 

Well PaR in Budapest. 

October 2015: At the 

Hawk’s Well PaR in 

Limerick. 

April 2015: Research 

paper on At the Hawk’s 

Well PaR at the 

conference of the 

International Yeats 

Society in Limerick. 

Entry point to the 

spiral of the PhD 

research inquiry 

December 2016: Article 

in the Journal of 

International Yeats 

Studies on At the 

Hawk’s Well PaR. 

2017, 2018: Manuscript 

analyses and archival 

research on At the 

Hawk’s Well and The 

Only Jealousy of Emer. 

September 2017: PaR 

element in recovering the 

movement-map of the 

1916 production of At the 

Hawk’s Well. 

May 2018: The Only 

Jealousy of Emer PaR in 

the O’Donoghue Theatre 

and in Thoor Ballylee. 

2018, 2019: Manuscript 

analyses and archival 

research on The 

Dreaming of the Bones. 

November 1915 – March 

1916: Early drafts for At 

the Hawk’s Well.  

April 1916 – March 

1917: Revisions of At the 

Hawk’s Well.  

April 1916: First 

production of At the 

Hawk’s Well in London. 

March – November 

1917: Publications of At 

the Hawk’s Well in 

Harper’s Bazaar, To-Day, 

and The Wild Swans at 

Coole. 

November 1917 – 

January 1918: Early 

drafts for The Only 

Jealousy of Emer.  

May 1917 – August 

1917: Early drafts for The 

Dreaming of the Bones. 

January 1918 – July 

1918: Early drafts for 

Calvary.  

July 1918 – January 

1919: Revisions of The 

Only Jealousy of Emer, 

The Dreaming of the 

Bones, and Calvary. 
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November 2018: Guest 

lecturing and 

workshopping at the 

University of Liverpool, 

using the choreographic 

approach. 

March 2019: Guest 

lecturing at the 

Department of English, 

NUI Galway, using the 

choreographic approach. 

November 2019: The 

Dreaming of the Bones 

PaR in the O’Donoghue 

Theatre. 

2019, 2020: Manuscript 

analyses and archival 

research on Calvary. 

January 1919: 

Publications of The 

Dreaming of the Bones in 

The Little Review, and of 

The Only Jealousy of 

Emer in Poetry. Both 

plays are printed in Two 

Plays for Dancers. 

1919 – 1921: Smaller 

revisions of all four plays, 

preparing the texts for 

print in Four Plays for 

Dancers. 

1921: Publication of all 

four dance plays in Four 

Plays for Dancers. 

1922, 1923, 1924: The 

Dutch productions of The 

Only Jealousy of Emer. 1923, 1924: Publication 

of all four dance plays in 

Plays and Controversies. 

1926: Production of The 

Only Jealousy of Emer in 

the Abbey Theatre. 

1924: Production of At the 

Hawk’s Well in Yeats’s 

home, arranged by the 

Dublin Drama League. 

1930: Production of At the 

Hawk’s Well in the 

Peacock Theatre. 

1931: Production of The 

Dreaming of the Bones in 

the Abbey Theatre.  

1933: Production of At the 

Hawk’s Well in the 

Peacock Theatre. 

1929: Production of 

Fighting the Waves in the 

Abbey Theatre. 

1929 – 1934: Revision of 

The Only Jealousy of 

Emer, based on the 

production of Fighting 

the Waves. 

1927 – 1929: 

Composition, and 

preparation for the 

production of Fighting 

the Waves. 

1934: Publication of 

Fighting the Waves in 

Wheels and Butterflies, 

and printing of all four 

dance plays in the 

Collected Plays. 

Exit point to the 

spiral of the PhD 

research inquiry 
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APPENDIX B: WORKSHEET FOR ACTORS STAGING YEATS, USING THE 

CHOREOGRAPHIC APPROACH 

 

This worksheet describes a set of exercises that help theatre-makers in grounding the 

development of their creative processes in staging a Yeats play. All exercises are based on the 

methodology I developed in my PaR inquiry, and follow the principle of a movement-based, 

choreographic approach to Yeats’s texts. The worksheet does not intend to provide a full 

rehearsal plan, but rather an insight to how the foundations of a creative process could be laid 

down with the use of particular types of exercises. All exercises are explained in their simplest 

versions, which could be modified, amended, and adjusted to the creative visions of the 

director/workshop leader. With this worksheet, instead of a model, I attempt to provide a 

starting impulse for fellow creative artists and research-practitioners, which they can react to, 

and can build on in their own staging processes. In the exercise descriptions, I address the 

director/workshop leader. 

The Principles 

There are two main principles that directors would need to adhere to in setting up their own 

exercise scheme based on the choreographic approach. These are: the facilitation of a 

collaborative environment, and the framing of a workshop-like rehearsal process. 

Collaborative: In a collaborative working method, there is no strict hierarchy between 

members of the creative team. The director functions as facilitator, and main coordinator of the 

creative process. He/she is responsible for the decisions being made throughout the process, 

but allows for a free exchange of ideas and impulses from every member of the cast and crew. 

The collaborative approach is based on the idea of the ensemble (creatives individuals working 

together in a non-hierarchical arrangement), and invites active contributions from artists from 

different fields and backgrounds – actors, dancers, musicians, designers, composers, 

choreographers –, who participate in the creation of the work throughout its development. 

Workshop-like: The workshop-like rehearsal method provides an openness to the play’s 

interpretation. The director does not present ready-made readings to the ensemble, but sets 

tasks, proposes questions, and provokes reactions from the creative team. Tasks are solved 

together, questions are answered together, during the course of the full rehearsal period – 

allowing enough time for the project’s gradual development. 

Preliminary Tasks of the Director 

1) First, set up a project outline, in which you define the timing of the project. This should 

allow enough time for workshopping and experimentation, without the pressure of 

producing “finished” work. My experience shows that Yeats plays require substantial 

rehearsal time, as the many different components of the performance (music, dance, 

movement, mask-work etc.) need to be coordinated, and synthesised into an organic 

whole. I advise to work with an 8-week rehearsal timeframe. 

 

Project outlines should include planning of the main sections of the rehearsal period. 

Ideally, the 8-week overall rehearsal period should be divided to two bigger sections, a 

development phase, and a rehearsal phase. The development phase comprises of freer 
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and longer physical brainstorming sessions for all cast members, whereas the rehearsal 

phase denotes more focused scene-work with specified group of actors. 

 

2) Choose your primary collaborators. These are those members of the creative team who 

take responsibility for certain sections/aspects of the production, and lead or facilitate 

allocated creative processes. In my case, these were: the choreographer and the 

composer. The primary collaborators work on the text preliminary to the start of the 

rehearsal process. They discuss the play, and share their initial visions and questions 

regarding their own roles. Before you start the rehearsal process, define the 

responsibilities in the team, as an open communication about roles can prevent conflicts 

and misunderstandings. 

3) Define a list of performance aspects and focus areas you would like to explore in the 

production. Consider your main collaborators’ ideas when you produce your list. The 

areas listed should be aspects of the play that you are most interested in: things that 

puzzle you, or you do not understand, or seek answer for. I would certainly not focus 

on aspects that you feel you have a clear answer for, unless you are open to renegotiate 

and revise your earlier assumptions based on the creative input of the others. Organise 

your exercises in a way to ensure that these aspects are discovered in your process. (E.g. 

In The Dreaming of the Bones, I felt that the travel song was something I knew or 

understood very little about, so I focused on that part of the text in my development 

phase. Similarly, in The Only Jealousy of Emer, I had no motivation to interpret or to 

choreograph the closing song, as I did not have a good grasp on it. For this reason, I let 

Ákos, the composer, take the first step by writing the music for it, which pushed me 

forwards, and triggered a set of new ideas.) 

Exercises for the Development Phase 

The aim of the exercises in the development phase is to explore the fundamentals of the 

production’s aesthetic principles: to discover the general mood and governing atmospheres of 

the play, and to ground its movement-vocabulary. Although exercises are all designed for a full 

ensemble, they also provide good foundations for players’ individual development. 

Plan for at least three full-cast, full or half-day workshop sessions in the development phase. 

Always take pictures and notes of the process. 

Warm-up exercises 

Always begin sessions with an exhaustive (and exhausting!) physical warm-up session. This 

should integrate stretches, and more intense muscle work (yoga and tai chi exercises are good 

for this). After approx. 20 mins of exercise, engage the cast in ensemble exercises. For this, I 

give three examples of my own routine: 

- “Give impulse:” This exercise starts with all actors walking in the space in a neutral 

speed. Instruct them to feel the rhythm of the space, and of each other. Initiate tempo 

changes, from subtle to more drastic ones. Make actors aware of how the flow of the 

space changes. Imagine the exercise as a dance, where single energies of actors make 

one drive and flow into each other. Instruct them to give impulse to each other: this 

means that during their dance, one player gives a little push to the other on the shoulder. 

Givers of the impulse should share their energy, and the takers should receive it with 
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their full body, letting the impulse impact their movement in the space after the energy 

has been taken over. Make actors aware of how the pattern and flow of the dance in the 

space changes with each and every impulse. 

 

- “Throw the ball:” This is a continuation of the give impulse exercise, with the addition 

of words. It could begin with actors standing in a circle. They choose one phrase or 

word from their parts, which they “throw” at one of their peers, as if they were throwing 

a ball. The throwing should mime a real throw: the “ball” should have a weight (or 

lightness, if it is a lighter or smaller type of ball), and the throw itself should have a 

character. The quality of the throw should change from time to time, so as the quality 

of the speech. The throwing is not a disconnected act, but should always build on a 

give-and-take in energy: instruct actors to react to the quality and intention of the throw 

they receive. When actors are comfortable with the throwing, instruct them to break up 

the circle, and continue the throwing by using the whole space. Engage them in their 

continual movement while they do the throwing. 

 

- “Soundscapes:” Choose one player to be the “blind man” for the exercise. Choose a 

couple of phrases and words from Yeats’s text that have a particularly interesting sound 

(words with more sibilants or alliterations are good for this, e.g. “snatch the sleep” or 

“clap” or “cock and crow”), write them down on small sheets of papers, and distribute 

them to the rest of the cast. Put a scarf on the blind man’s head to cover his eyes 

completely. Turn him once or twice in the space to make sure he loses his sense of 

directions. Instruct the cast to move around in the space, and “tease” the blind man with 

uttering the sounds of the words you have given them. Guide them to create 

soundscapes for the blind man, and to provoke physical reactions from him. This is a 

good lead-up exercises for plays that involve ghosts, invisible characters, or that are set 

in darkness. It is also good to explore rhythm, and the musicality of Yeats’s verse. 

 

Physicalising the text 

The first set of exercises in the development phase is called physicalising the text. As a 

principle, exercises should follow the model of textmovementtext: that is, using the text 

to inform and motivate movement, and using movement to inform speech on the stage. 

Choose one longer section of the text (opening or closing songs are especially good for this), 

and ask the cast to pick six words from it that they feel are important in the passage. This could 

be done by distributing copies of text, and asking everyone to underline their six words. Count 

which are those six that have been picked by most people, and define those as your starting 

phrases for your exercise. After you have your six words, instruct players to devise gestures 

for each of them. You can guide this by calling out each word, and give them time to work on 

each one. Guide them to explore each gesture in different ways: with different movement 

qualities, moods and tempo. When everyone have their six gestures, ask players to form a group 

and share their gestures with each other. The ultimate aim of the exercise is to ask players to 

create a short movement choreography together, by using their gestures. For the narrative frame 

for the movement sequence, you can give them a theme or a situation from the play. 

Physicalising character 
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Individual movement-sequences: The second set of exercises aim at helping actors in exploring 

their characters’ physicality. Start with work on the already found six gestures. Instruct players 

to explore their gestures with the use of colours: ask them to find two colours that embody two 

extreme moods/emotional states of their characters, and let them explore their gestures by 

imagining them being done with the feel of the two colours. (For example, one actor could feel 

that his character is mostly shy, but has a certain playfulness in him that sometimes surfaces. 

He can associate his shy self with the colour blue, and playfulness with yellow, and imagine 

his gestures executed with yellow and blue energies, respectively.) 

When actors had enough time to explore their gestures with their colours, ask them to devise a 

short sequence from their gestures. The sequence should be approximately two or three minutes 

long, and should include those gestures only that actors find important to explore further. Ask 

them to apply their colours to the quality of their movements. 

Players should perform their sequences to each other twice. First in silence, then with music. 

If there are musicians available for the workshop, ask one of them to observe players’ silent 

movement sequences, and provide improvised musical accompaniment to them for their second 

showing. This exercise is good to help both the musician and the players to feel how their 

performance changes when it is delivered together with someone from a different performance 

discipline. It is also an important lead-in exercise for working with live music. 

Most important lines with place-changes: Ask actors to pick four lines or phrases from their 

parts that they think denote a change in their characters’ physicality. Instruct them to look for 

phrases that motivate them to change their position or posture. Give them some time to explore 

these lines on their own, and ask them to find gestures (or shorter movement sequences) for 

each of them. Each line should be spoken out, and performed together with its allocated gesture 

or movement sequence. When actors are ready, instruct them to show their lines with their 

gestures to the full cast, and to provide a brief explanation to why they have chosen them, and 

how they felt during their delivery. This exercise is particularly beneficial for embodying the 

emotional journeys of individual characters during the course of the play. It is also useful for 

exploring the important turning points in the narrative, which might become a good foundation 

for the blocking of the scenes. 

Mask-making:  

The aim of the mask-making exercise is to enable actors to explore the physical and emotional 

features of their characters by tasks that engage both their imagination and their tactile 

sensation. As a result of the exercise, actors will make their own rehearsal masks that they will 

be using for the rehearsal phase. The mask-making exercise should be carried out as a separate 

workshop session, as it engages actors for at least three hours, and requires substantial 

additional preparation time for the director/workshop leader. It also involves using clay and 

other arts and craft materials, which could become messy, so count with an additional hour 

before and after the workshop for preparing and cleaning the working space. 

Working materials needed for the exercise are:  

- Clay (I recommend to use red earthenware clay): The amount depends on the number 

of masks you want to make. Clay is usually sold in 5/10/12kg blocks. One 10kg block 

is enough to make two masks. 



Appendix B 

295 

 

- PVA glue: For one mask, count with a 150ml pack of glue. The best option is to buy a 

1l pack, and distribute it into smaller units on the spot. 

- Brown wrapping paper: For one mask, calculate with three sheets of wrapping paper 

of approx. 115 x 90cm. 

- Vaseline: For one mask, calculate with a 20g pack. 

- Newspaper: For one mask, calculate with 20 sheets of newspaper (this includes sheets 

used for the “stand” of the clay head – see details below in exercise description.) 

- Cell tape. I advise to use strong, brown, wrapping cell tape. 

- Plastic bags. Count with as many plastic bags as many masks you want to make. 

- Plastic cups. Have one cup per mask. 

- Water. 

The session starts with the preparation of working materials for mask-making. The preparation 

should engage actors, the workshop leader, and the designer/mask-maker, if there is one. First, 

actors should prepare their own “working stations” and their “stands” for their clay heads, on 

which they will base their masks. The working stations should be positioned on the sides of the 

working space, near the walls, so that they do not block actors’ movements in the playing space. 

Actors should put down to the ground two or three sheets of newspaper as the base of their 

working station. Then, they should prepare their stands for the clay head, by creating a head-

sized ball from newspaper. This could be done by crumpling and taping together four-five 

sheets of newspaper. When the balls are done, wrap them into one plastic bag each. This will 

help the clay to come off the ball more easily. After making the stands, distribute the clay for 

participants, and instruct them to put a 5cm layer of clay onto the top of their stands. This could 

take some time, as clay needs to be softened up a bit first. Ask actors to put a cup full of water 

and an extra bit of clay next to their clay base, which they can use during the making, if they 

need to (water helps the clay to soften, and the additional clay could be applied if actors feel 

they need more material for their clay heads.) 

After the working stations have been prepared, instruct actors to leave their stations, and gather 

in the playing space. After an approx. 20-minute physical warm-up, begin the session with 

some preliminary work on the six gestures actors have already started to explore earlier. Ask 

actors to explore their gestures with their two colours, focusing on elements they found 

puzzling or particularly important for further work. If one musician is available for the 

workshop, it is beneficial to ask him/her to play live music for this exercise. 

When everyone is warmed up, and have done some work on their characters’ colours and 

gestures, ask actors to choose and memorise a phrase or sentence from their parts that will 

function as their intentions for the mask-making. The intention should be a line that actors 

consider the main motivation/emotional drive of their character for the entire course of the 

play. It could be one of those lines that actors already worked with in the exercise “most 

important lines with place changes,” or something that they have not yet considered to explore. 

Do not give them more than a few minutes to decide about their intentions: this should come 

naturally and with ease rather than as a result of long brain-work. 

After their intentions have been chosen, ask actors to lie down on the floor on their backs, and 

instruct them to close their eyes. While they are in silence, they should keep their intentions in 

their minds and hearts, and let it slowly sink into their consciousness. If there is a musician 

available for the session, ask him/her to play for 2-3 minutes while actors are resting. If there 
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is a composer involved, and there is some music material already available, this could be the 

right moment to share it with actors. (In The Only Jealousy of Emer and The Dreaming of the 

Bones, I asked Ákos to be ready with the opening song, which was pre-recorded, and which I 

played for the first time for actors during these few minutes of meditative rest-time.) When the 

music is over, instruct actors to stand up close to each other in a small circle. Ask them to 

imagine their intentions as they fill their bodies, and observe how it feels. Tell them to start 

moving, and “walk” the intention in the space. Guide them through a physical exploration of 

their intentions by asking them to observe how it affects their movement, their posture, their 

breathing, their pace, their relationship to their immediate surroundings. Ask them to try out 

some of their gestures guided by their intentions. Instruct actors so that they gradually increase 

the volume of their gestures and their energy levels in delivering them. When players are on 

the top of their energy levels, instruct them to verbalise their intentions, and say their lines 

together with their movements. Keep them exploring movements and lines together for some 

time, until energy levels are high. If the exercise is done effectively, this first verbalisation of 

the intentions will sound like an explosion of sound and energy, and will have an immediate 

transformative effect on the quality of actors’ moves. When you feel that actors are ready, tell 

them to their clay stations, sit down on the ground, close their eyes, and mould their intentions 

into the clay that is in front of them. 

The mask-making itself should be done in complete silence, with actors working on their clay 

head blindfolded (with their eyes closed). Tell players that the aim of the exercise is not to 

shape a mask that is aesthetically pleasing, but to give tangible shape to the energies that they 

felt during the physical exploration of their intentions. The process of making should be driven 

my primary physical and emotional drives, and not by conscious planning. Tell actors to stop 

their work when they start to think about what they are doing. The mask is finished in the 

moment when the making becomes conscious. 

When every actor is done with their clay heads, tell them to look at their work, and share how 

they felt during the making. After the discussion, have a break for 15 minutes. 

In the second half of the session, actors are going to make their masks, based on the clay heads 

they made in the first half of the workshop. In some cases, when there is not enough time, the 

making itself can be done at home too. (In this case, you should provide working materials for 

actors which they can take home.) For making the masks, the clay head should be covered with 

one layer of vaseline, so that the mask could come off from the base easily when it is done. 

Then, actors should apply three layers of newspaper, and three layers of brown wrapping paper 

onto the clay head (in the order of newspaperbrown papernewspaper etc.), which should 

be divided by single layers of PVA glue. All layers should be applied by putting small chunks 

of paper onto the clay head. When all six layers are done, masks should dry for a day before 

they could be removed from the clay head. 

Mask can be worn by cutting out eyeholes on them, and by applying a headband to their sides. 

I advise to work with these rehearsal masks for the full duration of the rehearsal phase, until 

performance masks are done. 

Exercises for the Rehearsal Phase 

Exercises in the rehearsal phase should be done is smaller groups, focus on scene-work, and 

follow the textmovementtext formula. Rehearsal masks should be used at each session.  
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Begin each rehearsal with an approx. 20-minute warm-up. After the warm-up, engage actors 

in preliminary exercises that make them ready for a more focused physical exploration of their 

scenes and their lines. For this, some good examples are: 

- “Throw the ball” exercise with lines from specific scenes: Do the exercise as described 

above, but this time, use it for a preliminary exploration for specific scenes. Instruct 

actors to use some of their lines from the chosen scene. Make sure they engage their 

full body when they say the lines and throw the ball, and when they receive it from their 

peers. When players are engaged in the exercise with some confidence, you can instruct 

them to drop the throwing gesture, and use other physical cues instead for the energy-

exchange. Remember that actors should always be in motion, or ready to move, as if 

they were part of a continuous flow of a dance. 

 

- “Pull and embrace”: Preparatory exercises should always include a task that focuses 

on mask-work, for which this is a good example. This exercise is designed for pair-

work, and is helpful for introducing scenes that involve changes in power-dynamics 

between two characters. Ask actors to put their masks on, and begin a movement 

exercise where the only two forms of physical contact between each other could be a 

pull or an embrace. The pull is a movement that points towards two contrastive 

directions (away from each other), and the embrace that is the exact opposite (drawing 

the pair close to each other). Pulls and embraces should follow each other in turns 

(pullembracepull etc.) Guide actors to deliver the exercise as if it was a dance 

sequence, using the whole space provided, and always in full awareness of their masks 

and their physical features. Provide accompanying music for the exercise, which should 

include some changes in tempo and mood to trigger changes in the quality of actors’ 

movements, and to allow for more interesting dramatic situations to unfold. Always 

take videos and pictures of mask-work to show actors how they and their masks look 

like in different positions and during movement. 

“Dancing out” exercises 

The basic exercise for the rehearsal phase is the dancing out exercise, which can be modified 

and altered according to the character of the text that is being produced. I am going to describe 

the two most common variations. In the early phases of the rehearsal period, both variations 

could be explored to see which one is more beneficial for the project. Dancing out exercises, 

especially the second variation (as it aims at working on smaller units of the text, requiring 

actors to be off-book), could be used throughout the entire working process, and could be 

combined with other working approaches. 

- Dancing out place-changes: This version of the dancing out exercise explores the entire 

scene by means of stage movement. It is a more focused, scene-specific continuation 

of the exercise with characters most important lines (described in the section on the 

development phase). Ask actors to put their masks on, and take a starting position for 

their scenes. Instruct them to engage in a “run through” of their scene, or a section of 

it, by reacting to each other physically, engaging their whole body, and expressing their 

emotions by movement and place-changes. All moves should be intense, full of energy, 

and played out to the full. Actors should include those gestures and place-changes that 

they found important or interesting in previous sessions. As this exercise should be 
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explored in the first week(s) of the rehearsal phase, players are not likely to be off-book. 

For this reason, involve the assistant director in the session, and ask him/her to read out 

actors’ lines if they need it. The aim of the exercise is to find the turning points and key 

moments in the dramatic situations in the scenes, and to ground the blocking of the 

dialogues. When actors are more comfortable in exploring their stage movements, you 

can instruct them to apply their colours to their gestures, which could help them 

discover the emotional drive of their characters in the given scene. 

 

- Dancing out lines: This version of the dancing out exercise aims at discovering smaller 

units of the text, focusing on characters’ speeches. It does not necessary need more 

actors to be present, but could be used for individual work on character development. 

Good knowledge of the text is required for this exercise. Instruct the actor(s) involved 

to “dance out” their speeches line-by-line, phrase-by-phrase – devising movement for 

each unit of thought in the speech. Actors should start their physical discoveries by 

making their moves big and full of energy, and deliver their lines together with their 

assigned movements. Following the textmovementtext model, in the first few 

weeks, movements devised this way should be acted out to the full, almost in an 

exaggerated way, and later should be internalised and minimised. During the scenes’ 

gradual development, explore these textually induced movement-choreographies 

through executing them with the emotional drives of colours. 
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APPENDIX C: WORKSHEET FOR STUDENTS STUDYING YEATS, USING THE 

CHOREOGRAPHIC APPROACH 

This worksheet describes a set of exercises that could be used to provide a practical insight to 

studying Yeats on an academic level (on BA or MA courses at English or Drama and Theatre 

departments). All of the exercises described here are simplified versions of the ones designed 

for professional actors, which are detailed in Appendix B. For this reason, in some cases, 

instead of providing a full description of an exercise, I refer to its detailed instructions as given 

in Appendix B. The set of tasks enlisted here could be combined in different ways, depending 

on the abilities and openness of the students in the class, and on the timeframe given for the 

sessions. The classes should ideally be at least an hour long. Longer workshop sessions could 

be extended to two or three hours. I am going to provide two set of exercises here, the first one 

designed for an hour-long class, and the second for a two-hour-long workshop session. 

Session 1 – 60 minutes 

Warm-up and ensemble exercises 

The class should begin with a short, 5-minute warm up. Guide students to do some stretches, 

following the workshop leader. Use of background music is advised for stretches. Continue the 

physical warm-up with ensemble exercises for another 10 minutes. These should always 

include physical exercise, but also be fun, to help breaking the ice between members of the 

group – if there is any initial shyness involved. Three good examples for these are: 

- “Touch-down”: Instruct students to walk in a neutral pace in the space. Call their 

attention to observing the rhythm of the movement, and make them aware of any 

possible tempo changes. Guide them to reach a certain awareness of the movement of 

the group as an organic unit, and help them to maintain a high level of energy. Tell 

students that one of them should start the touch-down exercise by touching another 

student’s shoulder. The one who has been touched should collapse, and lie down on the 

floor on her back. This should be done while the group is still moving around in the 

space. The next step is to “raise” the student on the floor by kneeling down next to her, 

giving a little push on her chest (as if revitalising her with a breath of fresh air), and 

miming to pull her up from the ground – as if she was tied to an invisible rope. The 

“raising” could be done by anyone from the group. In the meantime, other members of 

the group could be touched-down, and others could be raised. The group should be 

moving throughout the exercise. The aim is to keep the constant flow of actions, and to 

keep most members on their feet. 

- “Give impulse”: This exercise could be combined with the touch-down exercise. It 

requires more concentration and a bit more experience in performance and drama than 

the previous one, so I would advise to include it in the class for drama students only. 

For the description of the exercise, see Appendix B. 

- “Soundscapes:” This exercise could be a good substitute for the previous one for 

English students, as it requires less experience in drama, and can provide an interesting 

experience in acting for students of any background. For the description of the exercise, 

see Appendix B. 

After the 15 minutes of warm-up and ensemble exercises, turn to the exercises in physicalising 

the text. 
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The first exercise is the simplified version of the one described under the same heading in 

Appendix B (see description there). The exercise could, in an educational context, start with 

one of the students reading out the chosen section of the text, which could be an opening or 

closing song of the given play. The reading out could be followed by the workshop leader 

assigning the gestures that students will discover physically, which, in this case, should be 

reduced in number to four or five. Guide students through the physical exploration of the 

gestures for each word. Then, ask students to devise a short movement-sequence with their 

gestures. When the sequences reach a certain level of completeness, ask one or two participants 

to show their sequences to the others. If there are students whose sequences are more interesting 

to watch, you can amend the exercise with asking one of them to repeat the sequence with 

background music (this should be dramatic enough to give students more ground for reacting 

to it). Showing the theatricality of the movement sequences delivered with music is good way 

to introduce students to the effect that dance plays could create when they are performed. It 

also provides a good insight to how different performance elements are combined in the dance 

plays when they are produced. At the end of the exercise, ask students to reflect on why they 

chose their gestures, and how they felt while they delivered them. Also ask them about how 

they felt about the sequences with and without musical accompaniment, and in what way they 

think the music and movement modified the meaning of the text that they read initially on the 

page. The entire exercise, together with the discussion, should not exceed 30 minutes. 

The last 15 minutes of the session should be devoted to physicalising character. The workshop 

leader should prepare sheets of papers with different characters’ names written on one side, 

and four sentences/phrases from their parts on the other. Ask students to pick one randomly 

from the sheets. This way, every member of the group will get one character with four 

lines/phrases. Tell students that they are going to embody the character that they have picked, 

and that they will need to choose one line for their characters as their intention. Explain that 

the intention of characters is a line/phrase that express their main motivation in the play (see 

description in Appendix B). Ask student to memorise the intention for their character. Instruct 

students to walk around in the space in a neutral tempo, and guide them through a short physical 

exploration of their intention (see description in Appendix B). When students already have a 

good grasp on how they embody their intentions physically, ask them to re-do their previously 

devised short movement sequences, but this time with the movement quality of their intentions. 

(For example, if a student picked the Ghost of Cuchulain from The Only Jealousy of Emer, and 

chose the line “memories have pulled my head upon my knees” for the character’s intention, it 

is likely that the movements associated with the intention will be heavy and grounded, pointing 

downwards. In this case, you can instruct the student to perform her movement sequence in a 

slower pace, with the feeling of heaviness, and with a lot of effort. This would change the 

quality of the moves, and would inform the student of the physicality of her character.) In the 

last five minutes, ask one student to perform his movement sequence to the others, and explain 

how he feels about the character after the exercise. If there is more time for discussion, 

exchange ideas regarding students’ experiences with their own characters. 

 

Session 2 – 120 minutes 

This session is an extended version of Session 1, with the addition of a mask-making exercise 

in the second hour. The first hour could be delivered by following the same warm-up and 



Appendix C 

301 

 

exercise routine as it is described in Session 1. As the second hour is devoted fully to character-

work, there is more time for presentations and discussions at the end of the exercises in the 

section of physicalising the text (as described above). 

After the first our spent with working on gestures, you should turn to introducing the work on 

physicalising character. The beginning of character-work is the same as described in Session 

1: ask students to pick their characters, and to choose their intentions for them. The exercise 

here could be amended with a short discussion on why students chose their intentions, and how 

they would describe their assigned characters. This could be important, as the mask-making 

exercise requires a good knowledge of the play, which is sometimes lacking in educational 

contexts. A brief, open discussion about characters, their features and motivations is a good 

way to provide students with a basic knowledge of the narrative and characters’ objectives, 

even if they have not read the text. 

After the discussion, guide students through the physical exploration of their intentions, as 

described in Appendix B. The preparation of the working stations and the clay heads should be 

done prior to the workshop session, by the workshop leader (engaging students in this would 

take too much time). Apart from the preparation activities and the short relaxation session 

(which is not necessary in educational contexts), everything else should follow the instructions 

described in Appendix B. After the clay heads are done by the students, and they have opened 

their eyes, ask them to share their thoughts on their experiences with their peers. Allow enough 

time (approx. 10-15 minutes) for discussion at the end of the session. The mask-making itself 

(with the application of the layers of newspaper and wrapping paper, and the drying) should 

happen in students’ homes. The clay head can be easily transported in plastic bags, and masks 

can be finished for the following class. 
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APPENDIX D: LINKS TO VIDEO RECORDINGS OF PAR PRODUCTIONS 

 

The video recordings are accessible via private YouTube links. 

At the Hawk’s Well (recorded on 30 April 2015): 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=rU_HKgJm3Ko&feature=youtu.be 

The Dreaming of the Bones (recorded on 8 and 9 November 2019): 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=yEOmnP4hILc&feature=youtu.be   

The Only Jealousy of Emer in the O'Donoghue Theatre (recorded on 8 May 2018): 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Jawi7YfvvSY&index=3&list=UU10wM9sPKl8QrkVQr

OTP1dg  

  

The Only Jealousy of Emer, Q&A with actors, director and crew (recorded on 8 May 2018): 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_6m_jbhSbHo&index=2&list=UU10wM9sPKl8QrkVQr

OTP1dg  

  

The Only Jealousy of Emer in Thoor Ballylee, Part 1 (recorded on 27 May 2018): 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=yA16uqw_WRA&feature=youtu.be  

  

The Only Jealousy of Emer in Thoor Ballylee, Part 2 (recorded on 27 May 2018): 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=M7eeDyqEIGQ&feature=youtu.be   

 

 

Video Trailer for The Dreaming of the Bones: 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=rcWYOaYD3Tc&list=UU10wM9sPKl8QrkVQrOTP1dg

&index=1 

 

Video Trailer for The Only Jealousy of Emer: 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=3N7YCbuml_k&list=UU10wM9sPKl8QrkVQrOTP1dg

&index=2 
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https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Jawi7YfvvSY&index=3&list=UU10wM9sPKl8QrkVQrOTP1dg
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_6m_jbhSbHo&index=2&list=UU10wM9sPKl8QrkVQrOTP1dg
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_6m_jbhSbHo&index=2&list=UU10wM9sPKl8QrkVQrOTP1dg
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=yA16uqw_WRA&feature=youtu.be
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=M7eeDyqEIGQ&feature=youtu.be
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=rcWYOaYD3Tc&list=UU10wM9sPKl8QrkVQrOTP1dg&index=1
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=rcWYOaYD3Tc&list=UU10wM9sPKl8QrkVQrOTP1dg&index=1
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=3N7YCbuml_k&list=UU10wM9sPKl8QrkVQrOTP1dg&index=2
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