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“Old Fools are Babes Again”: Shakespeare at the Abbey Theatre  

Patrick Lonergan 

 

This King Lear is the Abbey’s twenty-first production of a Shakespeare play – a 

figure that might seem surprisingly low for a theatre that was founded over a century 

ago. In fact, the Abbey is unusual if not unique among the great national theatres of 

the world for its approach to staging Shakespeare.  

 

For many international theatres, Shakespeare is an essential part of the dramatic 

canon: even when directors present experimental or unusual versions of his plays in 

other countries, they’re usually deviating from an established tradition. Yet although 

there have been thousands of productions of his plays in this country, the Irish theatre 

still hasn’t quite come to terms with Shakespeare – with the question of how Irish 

voices should deliver Shakespearean verse, with the difficult topic of Shakespeare’s 

attitude to Ireland, and much more.  

 

And where other national theatres often see Shakespeare as a safe or even 

conservative programming choice, the Abbey’s productions of his work have 

sometimes been refreshingly daring. Back in 1983, for instance, Michael Bogdanov 

presented a politically-charged Hamlet that tackled everything from Watergate to the 

Falklands War. Ten years later, Gerry Stembridge re-imagined The Comedy of Errors 

as a Country and Western musical set in the west of Ireland. And throughout its 

history, the Abbey has encouraged younger directors to produce Shakespeare in 

exciting new ways – from Hugh Hunt (1936), to Patrick Mason (1980), to Jimmy Fay 

(2002) – and, of course, to Selina Cartmell today.  

 

That pattern of youthful experimentation and renewal was established by the Abbey’s 

first production of a Shakespeare play, which appeared in 1928 when Denis Johnston 

directed King Lear. 

 

That play was in many ways an apt choice.  Its crisis occurs when Lear divides his 

kingdom between his daughters – a decision that must have resonated in a country 

that had fought a civil war about partition only six years’ previously. And there would 

have been artistic resonances too. The plot tracks Lear’s loss of power and his 

eventual redemption through Cordelia – a story mirrored by the redemption of 

Gloucester by his son Edgar. Lear and Gloucester thus operate as versions of each 

other, almost as a kind of split self. That ‘mirroring’ device was a major feature of the 

Abbey’s work, especially in plays by Yeats and O’Casey.  

 

But there was a more immediate context. Lear is one of Shakespeare’s later plays, 

written at a time when he was probably beginning to contemplate the end of his 

theatrical career: one of its major questions, after all, is what happens when an older 

generation hands over power to a younger one. That question was also on the minds 

of the Abbey’s co-founders W.B. Yeats and Lady Gregory. For them, Lear was an 

attempt to regenerate the theatre, to arrest an alarming period of decline, and to 

answer their own questions about the future of the Abbey.  

 

That decline had many causes. The rejection of The Silver Tassie by Sean O’Casey 

meant that the theatre had lost its most popular author; there were also the problems 

of interference from government, falling audience numbers, and Yeats’ and Gregory’s 



own advancing age. The theatre had also just rejected Johnston’s play The Old Lady 

Says No! (a decision seen by many as another example of the Abbey’s growing 

irrelevance). Nevertheless, Yeats admired Johnston and saw him as a future director 

of the theatre. Giving him to opportunity to direct Lear was a way for the Abbey to 

show that it still had room for young artists with new ideas.  

 

Those innovations were mostly in the production’s design, which was informed by 

Johnston’s awareness of new European theatre practices. The Abbey Archive stores a 

fascinating collection of design sketches, which show that the sets were not presented 

in a realistic style; instead each scene featured one strong emblem that conveyed the 

setting representationally. Hence, Lear’s palace was represented by a throne, the 

British camp by a flag, and an exterior scene by a desolate landscape occupied only 

by a tree with three branches – a visual emblem that would later appear in Beckett’s 

Waiting for Godot (a play written by a man who was himself fascinated by King 

Lear).  While the colours of the setting are rather muted, the costumes are 

extraordinarily colourful: the intention had been to create a striking but harmonious 

contrast between costume and set. Joseph Ronsley further reports that the actors 

“between scenes stood in still, sculpture-like masses,” giving the audience time to 

observe them as emblems rather than characters. Johnston’s aim was thus to make an 

impression through visual effect rather than new approaches to the text. 

 

Even though Johnston’s Lear did exactly what it was supposed to do, the production 

received a mixed response from the Abbey’s Directors. Gregory thought F.J. 

McCormick’s performance as Lear was “magnificent”, but was less impressed by the 

other actors. When a revival of the production made a loss at the box office, her views 

became much more caustic: “Lear was put on to show what Denis Johnston can do,” 

she wrote, ‘& has but shown what he can’t”.  

 

Yeats reported an initially “unfavourable impression” that quickly deteriorated into 

active “dislike”; he was particularly critical of the lighting. He would later suggest 

that the best way to present Lear in Ireland would be to “invite an audience of 

Connaught farmers or sailors.” Such a production would probably never appear in 

Ireland, however. “The moment [Lear] becomes intelligible it would be on the list of 

censored books,” Yeats wrote, probably accurately. 

 

That experiment with staging Shakespeare was followed by two others: a production 

of Macbeth in 1934 and Coriolanus in 1936. Neither was successful. After that, 

Shakespeare disappeared altogether from the Abbey’s repertoire until 1971. When 

asked to explain the omission, the theatre’s director Ernest Blythe replied that the 

Abbey “does not do foreign plays”.  

 

This production of Lear thus brings us full circle. It comes at a time when we are 

again asking questions about the legacies that we leave to younger generations. And it 

also comes during a period when we’ve seen some remarkable advances in Irish 

productions of Shakespeare, with our actors at last feeling enabled to perform the 

plays in their own accents. As this new version of Lear shows, Shakespeare can be 

both familiar to us and excitingly strange – and it shows too that his work still has the 

power to teach us important things: about ourselves, our country, and our theatre.  

 

_____________________________ 
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