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Brian Friel (1929–2015)
Luke McBratney remembers Brian Friel by 
considering the ways in which some of his 
great plays explore memory

Brian Friel died on 2 October this year. As with 
Seamus Heaney, his passing marks a seismic shift 
in the landscape of contemporary literature. Like 

Heaney’s, Friel’s works were usually set in rural Ireland, 
but have universal appeal. They explore issues such as 
language, history and memory in ways that appeal to 
both the emotion and the intellect. 

Dramatic success, here I come!
Friel’s first writing successes came from short stories 
published in the New Yorker. One of these caught 
the attention of Tyrone Guthrie, a celebrated theatre 
director of Irish descent, who invited Friel to shadow 
him as he prepared the opening productions for his 
new theatre. This immersive experience had a lasting 
impact on Friel. He not only absorbed an understanding 
of the technical aspects of drama and performance, 
but reflected on wider issues such as the relationship 
between Ireland and emigration. 
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Both elements informed his first major hit, 
Philadelphia Here I Come! (1964). The play takes place 
on the day before Gar O’Donnell is to emigrate to the 
USA and uses the device of having two actors play one 
character. One is the public Gar seen by everyone; the 
other is the private Gar, who voices thoughts that no 
one else on stage can hear. This enables Friel to create 
both comedy and pathos as well as to develop the 
thoughts, feelings and unconscious of Gar, leading to 
richer characterisation.

As well as exploring the lives of its characters, the 
play considers identity and the wider Irish experience. 
The events in Ballybeg — which is Irish for small town 
— could be happening anywhere in the country. It 
also explores the workings of memory in touching and 
complex ways. Both Gar and his emotionally-stunted 
father, S. B., reveal tender memories. S. B. recalls 
vividly Gar’s first day at school and his ‘wee sailor suit’; 
Gar remembers a fishing trip, their great catch and the 
blue boat from which they fished. Yet the truth of these 
memories is questioned: the housekeeper says Gar 
never had a sailor suit, and S. B. has no memory of the 
blue boat.

It is not the literal past that 
shapes us
Memories are also significant in another of Friel’s 
most celebrated achievements, Translations (1980). 
The drunken schoolmaster, Hugh, remembers with 
great fondness and pride how he and his friend Jimmy 
marched to join the 1798 United Irishmen’s rebellion 
against the British, but the memory of them being ‘gods 
that morning’ is undercut by the revelation that when 
they had walked 23 miles they went to the pub, then 
back home. Yet, as with the memories in Philadelphia, 
we come to realise that ‘it is not the literal past, the 
“facts” of history that shape us, but images of the past 
embodied in language’.
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Weblinks to follow up
An article by the novelist, Colm Toibin, with a range 
of links: www.tinyurl.com/qfsbns6

A clip of the dance scene in Lughnasa from a recent 
production (search for other clips):  
www.youtube.com/watch?v=uZkZfjB61Mg

An Irish television documentary on Friel:  
www.youtube.com/watch?v=L5-Mj6RMB2E

Details of a study guide to Translations are available 
from: www.tinyurl.com/ozpjtqc 
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Translations (set in 1833) dramatises the British army’s 
mission to map Ireland and translate place-names, and, 
like Philadelphia, uses an innovative theatrical conceit. 
To give the impression of different languages being 
spoken, the English characters adopt English accents 
and the Irish characters adopt Irish ones. The device 
works wonderfully on stage, allowing Irish audiences 
— most of whom don’t know Irish themselves — to 
feel a sense of nostalgia for the language that was lost, 
or anger at the way in which their country and some of 
their culture was taken from them by force.

Yet Translations provides space for other versions 
of history. For example, the dynamic Maire who — 
like Gar in Philadelphia — is considering emigration, 
quotes the Irish MP Daniel O’Connell’s words on the 
Irish language, ‘The old language is a barrier to modern 
progress’ and declares: ‘I don’t want Greek. I don’t want 
Latin. I want English.’ 

Memory owes nothing to fact
Changes in Ireland are also explored in Friel’s biggest 
hit, Dancing at Lughnasa. Its narrator, Michael, explains 
that ‘what fascinates [him] about memory is that it 
owes nothing to fact’. The entire play is comprised of 
Michael’s memories of the summer when his family 
had their first radio and their uncle returned after years 
of missionary work. Set in 1936, it centres on the lives 
of the five unmarried Mundy sisters, their uncle, and 
Michael, Christina’s illegitimate child. 

Music is used exquisitely throughout, with the songs 
both amplifying emotional impact and underscoring 
ideas. For example, the upbeat tempo and the 
glamorous decadent behaviour suggested by Cole 
Porter’s ‘Anything Goes’ (1934) provide a counterpoint 
to the mean and dull lives in the sisters’ crumbling 
farmhouse. The song suggests the attractions — and 
loose morals — of Gerry, Christina’s former partner.

The stand out moment — Michael’s memory of the 
dance — comes in the middle of Act 1. The sisters are 
doing household tasks when, through the radio, comes 
the raucous music of ‘The Mason’s Apron’, a traditional 
Irish reel. Each of the sisters behaves differently as they 
dance: one smears flour on her face as though wearing 

war paint, another wears the priest’s surplice that she 
has been ironing and another dances frantically on 
her own. The sisters burst into a kind of pagan ecstasy, 
symbolically expressing yearnings for elements that 
are lacking in their everyday lives, such as excitement, 
the breaking of social conventions, and love. In the 
play’s final moments, Michael addresses the audience 
directly, commenting on his memories, which he 
likens to dancing, as being ‘simultaneously actual and 
illusory’.

Memory in life and art
Memory in life is as complex and unreliable as it is 
in art. Friel based the memories in Philadelphia on a 
childhood fishing trip to a lake in Donegal, but when 
he returned there as an adult, he discovered there was 
no lake and realised the trip could not have taken place. 
Yet he argues that objective facts do not compromise 
the power of memory: ‘For me it is a truth. And because 
I acknowledge its peculiar veracity it becomes a layer in 
my subsoil; it becomes part of me; ultimately it is me’. 
As another great Irish dramatist, Oscar Wilde, once 
said, it is ‘the inalienable privilege’ of the writer ‘to give 
an accurate description of what has never occurred’.
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