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Eradicated from public discourse, the unknown male’s ravaged body rises in stark contrast to the 

government’s narrative of successful restructuring of the economy— and here, the ravaged body 

reclaims the public space from which he has been rejected. 

Ulisito’s commission of murder raises questions regarding gender equity and domestic 

abuse in the face of collapsing masculinities: is Marita’s death a consequence of Ulisito’s 

slipping power? Or is the inverse true—that her murder represents a successful reclaiming of the 

masculine hegemony? Barbara Sutton’s research suggests that, in spite of some improvements in 

the treatment of women in the post-Junta years, gender inequity and domestic violence still 

remain a subject of concern in Argentina. According to her research, the arrival of democracy did 

not alter the preferred, westernized ideal of femininity (white and middle-class). To the contrary, 

in fact, she asserts that “in the latter part of the twentieth century, the legacies of state terrorism 

and its bodily discipline regime, the increasing commercial display of sexualized female bodies 

in the media during the democratic transition, and the cult of consumerism and bodily 

appearance during the neoliberal 1990s all have bearing on constructions of femininity” (65).  In 

Socavón, Marita appears only in fragments, a disembodied presence that Ulisito sometimes 

channels, but in these few glimpses the audience can grasp the struggles of a lower-class woman 

enmeshed in a troubled marriage.  While Ulisito’s mother appears as figure of solace, and in 

some ways an enabler of Ulisito’s violence (or at the very least in denial of his bizarre behavior), 

Marita’s only sentence in the play is a rejection of Ulisito’s sexual advances: “Me acuerdo que se 

apoyaba delante de la estufa. Una estufita vieja. Yo pasaba y la acariciaba. Nos quedábamos así. 

Al rato me decía soltame que me voy a quemar el  culo. Soltame que me voy a quemar el culo” 

(98). 

The domestic space described by Ulisito is humble (“una estufita vieja”) and dominated 
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by his wife, who can, in no uncertain terms, push him away from her body and reject his futile 

attempts at intimacy. Marita is also described in the text as a fragmented, commodified body, 

subject to Ulisito’s male gaze, and to the damaging gossip of neighbors, as captured in the 

following lines: “¿Tenía el vestido lila? ¿Se acuerda que color era el vestido de Marita? / Mire no 

la veía tan seguido…/ Se pintaba. Linda. Se empolvaba la cara. Llevaba medias rosas” (98). 35 

Marita is reduced to highly gendered practices, applying make-up and wearing pink stockings, 

and only her physical attributes are mentioned.  Sutton’s research emphasizes the fact that,  under 

democracy, Argentina remains a highly gendered society, one with heteronormative expectations 

of its women. During Menem’s presidency, the cult of the body (particularly but by no means 

exclusively for women) became prevalent. This cult served to hide some of the social ailments 

that had been fueled by the implementation of neoliberal economic policies (70). However: 

Poor and working-class women were already struggling to pick up the pieces left by the 

economic changes. As Moncarz (1997, 55) observed, at the same time that more and 

more women were impoverished, marginalized, and excluded by the neoliberal economic 

project, the model of a woman ‘free from conflict’ and intensely focused on her bodily 

appearance was being advanced: enter the ‘light woman.’ Itkin (1996) called this 

idealized model of womanhood the light woman to underscore the untroubled nature of 

her existence--- that is, and individualistic, politically uncommitted, socially unaware 

woman mostly concerned about her looks and personal well being. Moncarz suggest that 

while this model did not fit all women, it nonetheless exerted a widespread pressure 

towards compliance and homogenization. (Bodies in Crisis Sutton, 72)    

Ulisito’s description of Marita recreates a woman attempting to comply with the bodily 

expectations placed on her by her culture, despite the limited resources of their marriage. 

An indication of their socio-economic status is provided not just by Ulisito’s humble 

employment—if indeed he has any employment left at all at this moment—but also by the 

                                                 
35In this excerpt I identify Ulisito’s voice as the one wondering what color dress Marita was wearing as well as the 

one describing her stockings and make-up. 
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glimpses Cano affords us into their household and their properties. Ulisito mentions to Domingo 

that his car kept breaking down, and he was forced to sell it because he could not afford the 

repairs. He also mentions their old heating system, and how he and Marita needed to stand close 

to the heater, suggesting that their apartment is not properly insulated against the cold. Lastly, the 

food he despises, liver, is a cheap cut of meat, and Marita’s insistence on serving it, in spite of his 

dislike, might not be an act of disdain on her part for his wishes, but the only cut of meat they 

can afford. As stated in article by Peter Hudson published in 1999, the year that Socavón 

premiered, “According to Government statistics, a third of the residents of the greater Buenos 

Aires (the wealthiest area of the country) do not receive enough income to cover their basic food 

bill, and almost two-thirds receive less than the $1000 the experts estimate a family needs to 

cover its broader needs. The widening of the breach between the rich and the poor has been one 

of the decade’s constants” (177). In spite of their circumstances, Marita’s attention to her 

physical appearance underscores the pressure of working-class women to fulfill the expectations 

of Argentine society, even when this poses a financial hardship. Ulisito’s gaze and words 

reconstruct for us a female body very much invested in demarcating conventional gender 

differences; and yet, Marita’s refusal to fulfill Ulisito’s sexual desire, not allowing him to touch 

her buttocks, signals a disruption of the usual feminine assumptions: she is unwilling or unable to 

be submissive and compliant to her husband’s needs. 

 Marita’s potential promiscuity is suggested by Ulisito himself: “No tengo nada que 

reprocharle a ella, salvo una que otra cosita que no viene al caso. Andaba con otros. Uno que 

otro. Ella no me lo contaba. Yo se lo contaba a ella. No hablábamos de esas cosas. No es que 

anduviera con otros hombres. Ella era muy comprensiva conmigo” (104). Given that Ulisito is an 

unreliable narrator, it cannot be established with certainty that Marita was unfaithful, but what 
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can be ascertained is that Ulisito believes this to be the case. The eeriest remark is Ulisito’s 

confession that she did not reveal her affairs to him; rather, he informed her of them. Here again, 

we are given to understand that Ulisito spends his time wandering the city and, just like his 

neighbors, spying on Marita. In fact, later in the text, Ulisito retells how he witnessed an 

altercation between Marita and an unknown male, who addressed Marita as “vaca” (104). In this 

episode, it also appears as if Marita has been crying. Marita’s being is commodified not just by 

Ulisito, who evokes her only in pieces (make-up, stockings), but also by the unnamed lover, who 

addresses her as cow. The term cow, within Argentine culture, is highly symbolic, since it 

represents the country’s famous cattle industry while it also, in this instance, reduces the female 

body to an animal valued, primarily for its slaughtered flesh, and secondarily, for its milk, a 

maternal image. The metaphor reduces Marita to an object of consumption, while simultaneously 

evoking the conditions under which domestic abuse is more likely to occur. In Socavón, 

however, Marita refuses to comply with her husband’s sexual advances, and might be cheating 

on him with other men—which in turn further exacerbates Ulisito’s emasculated status, and 

contributes, at least in his mind, to her murder. 

  Ulisito’s progressive mental decline is further reflected in a subsequent description of 

Marita, in which he divests her of all individuality and agency, stating: 

Se me mezcla Marita con otras imágenes. Una ensalada de Marita con otras mujeres. 

Algunas amigas, mujeres que vi en la calle, estatuas. Marita. ¿Vio? Se me confunde con 

… Marita. Se me junta la Marita de ayer con la de hace tres años, ¿sabe? La que conocí 

una vez con todas las demás Maritas que nunca conocí. De noche es una cosa terrible. 

Mejor me voy a caminar. (99)    

Ulisito’s inability to codify his own wife here—is she a statue? A Frankenstein-salad of mixed 

female parts?—might be a subconscious displacement of his crime, an attempt to eradicate the 

murder from his memory. It is certainly a state which further propels him on his endless walks in 
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search of home forever receding from his grasp.  The vacant spaces evoked by Ulisito, a city of 

rotten garbage and spectral figures on the brink of physical collapse, depicts the social 

disintegration of Buenos Aires, of which Marita seems to be one more victim. In the last sentence 

uttered by Ulisito, Marita’s physical presence is forever eradicated since he states: “¿Donde la 

dejé?” (113). Not even a statue, Marita becomes one more spectral figure, lost in a ghostly urban 

landscape. 

Against the collapsing masculinity embodied by Ulisito, a contrasting ultra-masculine  

image emerges in the utterances of the questioning policeman, Domingo. As noted earlier, the 

staging of Socavón alternates between one and two performers, and when staged with two 

performers, both of them are male, one representing Ulisito, the other Domingo. In one of the 

most recent stagings of the play, in 2012 at El fino espacio escénico, directed by Carolina 

Ramos, the monologue was split between Mauricio Herrando and Franco Maraco,36 who were 

both dressed in a fashion evoking the Junta period. As explored by Diana Taylor, the Junta 

government operated in highly gendered ways, condoning appropriate forms of masculinity 

while feminizing and stigmatizing what it considered deviant forms of gender performance 

associated with politically subversive individuals. The Junta’s supporting men (los milicos), 

among them the military and police forces, wore western suits and short cropped hair, in contrast 

with the beards and longer hair of los subversivos. In the Ramos staging, the actors’ costumes 

conformed to the Junta stereotypes of appropriate and deviant masculinity; but both text and 

context of Cano’s play call into question Domingo’s masculinity as well as Ulisito’s.   

                                                 
36The information about this particular production can be found in the theatre blog: 

http://condesapizarnik.blogspot.com/2012/10/obra-de-teatro-socavon-de-luis-cano.html 
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In spite of the democracy, both military and police abuses, as well as corrupt practices, 

are a continuing subject of concern in Argentina. According to Kent Eaton, “Two decades after 

the end of a military regime that murdered upward of thirty thousand citizens, police criminality 

has emerged as one of the most pressing and intractable political problems in Argentina’s post 

authoritarian period” (6).  The police were involved in some of the most disturbing cases of the 

1990s, among them the beating of Walter Bulacio in a police station, the death of photojournalist 

José Luis Cabezas, and the torture in 2003 of Leyla Nazaar and Patricia Villalba (Eaton, 6). As 

these cases make clear, the authoritarian practices prevalent under the Junta years still pose a 

serious threat to an effective democracy. As such, Domingo’s aggressive questioning of Ulisito, a 

mentally unstable and confused character, can be construed as abusive, and more poignantly, as a 

haunting reminder of the lingering scars of the Junta years on the democratic present.37 While 

Ulisito’s murder of his wife makes him an agent of violence, the play also makes it clear that 

Ulisito himself is a victim of his dire socioeconomic circumstances, and of his inability to 

transcend discriminatory gender practices.  Domingo, however, fails to gain the knowledge he 

seeks. He is unable to arrive at a clear understanding of Marita’s death, nor even to determine 

whether or not Ulsito is implicated in the crime. In the original production, Domingo’s 

authoritarian grip was further undermined by the choice to have just a single actor deliver the 

monologue. When staged as a monologue, Domingo’s voice is competing with other 

voices/discourses and ultimately failing to obtain control of the narrative. As such, Cano 

manages to critique, through the cacophony embedded in the text, the intersection of gender 

discrimination with previous forms of political repression. Additionally, by using Woyzeck as a 

                                                 
37The Argentine film El bonaerense (2000) directed by Pablo Trapero examines the Buenos Aires police corruption 

as well. 
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blueprint for Socavón, the plight of a contemporary everyday man, a victim of the catastrophic 

socio-economic measures taken under Menem, becomes, in time, a brutal agent of violence 

himself, just like his literary predecessor.  Literary history borrows from the past, but so does 

political history, and Socavón seems to suggest that unless a more equitable society is created, 

many, but in this case, women in particular, will be the victims of a collapsed masculinity trying 

to reassert itself through gender violence. 

The title of Cano’s play, Socavón, and its two translations—in French (“Effondrement”) 

and in English (“The Great Void”)-- itself illuminates the decay of social interaction and crisis 

embodied by Ulisito.  The literal translation of socavón into English is ditch, which signals the 

collapse of a public space, generally a road or sidewalk.  Miguelito’s fall into a ditch is the only 

mention in the text of the word, and, in the context of the play, the word primarily serves to 

signal to the audience a moment of cruelty on Ulisito’s part. However, Miguelito’s unexpected 

fall also indicates how the ditch is seamlessly embedded into the public infrastructure and 

remains invisible until tragedy strikes. 

Jimenez-Guzman’s initial decision to research gender violence was prompted by the news 

media’s failure to acknowledge, or even consider, that shifting economic conditions played a role 

in the commission of crimes. The decreasing self-esteem of the men she interviewed, as well as 

their acknowledgement that they turned their anger on their families, was invisible in public 

discourse.  As we saw with McCauley’s research, these men and their stories were narratively 

“desaparecidos” (disappeared), made to vanish from the public discourse and the social fabric, 

seemingly just blending into a city that rejects them, since they have no economic value—just 

like Ulisito. The physical collapse of the city’s infrastructure, illustrated by the ditch, depicts 

collapse and decay as hidden in plain sight, and Ulisito’s indifference to his friend telegraphs the 
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dire consequences of a failure to act. 

While Luis Cano belongs to a younger generation of playwrights, Dermot Bolger is a 

longstanding figure of the Irish literary canon.38 Bolger, born in 1959, is the oldest of all the 

playwrights of this study, and it could be argued that his work belongs to an earlier period of 

Irish literary history. However, his exploration of a shifting national Irish identity resonates with 

the themes explore by both Carr and McDonagh. As Christina Wald succinctly notes: 

Bolger’s plays depict both the soothing, strengthening impact of experiencing a sense of 

home and the tormenting, deadening effect of a clinging vision of home that cannot be 

achieved. Related thematic concerns are the fear of change and the simultaneous need to 

feel being on a journey, the crisis of masculinity in the face of unemployment and 

women’s emancipation, the pain of (social) stigma and the loss of trust in the Catholic 

Church but, at the same time, the persistent need for faith and spirituality. (32)   

His monologue, The Holy Ground, precedes the Celtic Tiger Period, and yet it prefigures the 

unfolding of the hegemonic patriarchal masculinity that subsequent playwrights, like Connor 

McPherson, will explore in depth. As such, The Holy Ground can be interpreted as a play where 

the seeds of subsequent collapsed masculinities are embedded, and a close reading of the 

monologue will unmask how Monica and Myles’disastrous marriage is, sadly, not an exception 

but rather the result of discriminatory gender practices very common in Irish culture at the time 

the play was written. Further links between Monica’s marriage and the marriages of women in 

the Celtic Tiger period will highlight the fact that, in spite of some gains toward gender equity in 

recent years, much work is left to be done. Additionally, the increase in male-centered 

monologues, like those of McPherson, focused on troubled and displaced masculinities, suggests 

                                                 
38Bolger has published novels and poetry, in addition to his plays. He has, just like Cano, received multiple awards 

for his work, among them the A.E. Memorial Prize, the Samuel Beckett Prize, Edinburgh Fringe First Awards in 

1990 & 1995, the BC Stewart Parker BBC Prize, and the O.Z. Whitehead Award for Best New Irish Play. The Holy 

Ground won in 1992 the Edinburgh Fringe Award. 
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that contemporary Ireland is still adjusting itself to a neoliberal model and to the new masculine 

subjectivities it generates. 

  The Holy Ground was originally staged in 1990, at the Gate Theatre, and directed by 

David Byrne. The monologue was presented in conjunction with Bolger’s debut play, The 

Lament for Arthur Cleary (1989), a two-act play concerned with the impact of the Irish diaspora 

on its two main characters, Arthur and his lover, Kathy. Arthur returns home, only to find an 

Ireland alien to him, and Kathy looks forward to immigrating and leaving Dublin behind. Taken 

in conjunction, the two plays highlight the impact of shifting economic and gender expectations 

for Irish people, and the subsequent crisis experienced by Irish men. In each play, it is the 

surviving partner, Monica and Kathy, who narrates for the audience the tragic results of their 

relationships. 

Just as Socavón was preceded by a quote from Woyzeck, The Holy Ground too refers to an 

earlier work. It borrows its title from a traditional Irish folk song, one that has been covered by 

multiple singers (The Clancy Brothers, The Dubliners, Mary Black, and Pete Seeger, among 

others). I include the lyrics below since it is against the archaic gender roles evoked in the song 

that Bolger’s monologue is conceived. The lyrics are as follows: 

Fare thee well, my lovely Dinah, a thousand times adieu. 

We are bound away from the Holy Ground and the girls we love so true. 

We'll sail the salt seas over and we'll return once more, 

And still I live in hope to see the Holy Ground once more. 

Fine girl you are! 

You're the girl that I adore. And still I live in hope to see the Holy Ground once more. 

Fine girl you are! 

Now when we're out a-sailing and you are far behind 

Fine letters will I write to you with the secrets of my mind, 

The secrets of my mind, my girl, you're the girl that I adore, 

And still I live in hope to see the Holy Ground once more. 

Oh now the storm is raging and we are far from shore; 
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The poor old ship she's sinking fast and the riggings they are tore. 

The night is dark and dreary, we can scarcely see the moon, 

But still I live in hope to see the Holy Ground once more. 

It's now the storm is over and we are safe on shore 

We'll drink a toast to the Holy Ground and the girls that we adore. 

We'll drink strong ale and porter and we'll make the taproom roar, 

And when our money is all spent we'll go to sea once more. 

The song draws on imagery of male comradeship, and alternates between the pronouns “I” and 

“we,” merging the single male voice into a community of sailors facing the elements. The song’s 

female pronoun coalesces into four distinct entities: Dinah, The Holy Ground (referring to 

Ireland), the ship, and the girls to which the sailors hope to return alive. In Bolger’s play, Myles 

will attempt to find a similar type of camaraderie among two distinct groups; a football team and 

the church, but his search will only lead him to progressive isolation and anger. He will also fail 

to communicate his secrets to his girl (Monica), and his heavily conservative politics, obsolete 

and derided by the media, will erode his self-esteem. Progressively isolated, Myles, just like 

Ulisito, resorts to oppression of his spouse in order to establish a sense of agency and to reclaim 

his collapsed masculinity. He is psychologically abusive to Monica, who remains powerless to 

resist his increasing cruelty and violence. In contrast to Socavón’s uxoricide, in The Holy 

Ground, it is Monica, and not Myles, who attempts the murder of her spouse—and while she 

fails at being the cause of his death, he does die, thus freeing her. This play, like Socavón, asks if 

gender violence can indeed become a tool in the reclamation of autonomy. 

While in Socavón Ulisito’s mother becomes a haunting presence who underscores 

Ulisito’s inability to embody an hegemonic masculinity, in The Holy Ground it is Monica who 

becomes, against her own wishes, a mother to her husband. The monologue commences with 

Monica’s account of the first time she met Myles, and it is filled with tenderness: “I just reached 

up to stroke your hair and like a little boy you grinned. And that’s what you were to me, a little 
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boy in a big jersey clutching your shin-pads like trophies. So sweet after the rough mauling of 

hands I’d always known at the Metropole” (105). Monica’s description, while nostalgic, reveals a 

contrast between an aggressive masculinity (mauling of hands) and Myles’ prepubescent stage, a 

little boy that Monica, at least initially, finds comforting. However, it soon becomes apparent that 

Myles’behavior, while polite and courteous, fails to satisfy Monica’s needs for affection and 

sexual fulfillment. While Monica is relieved not to be sexually assaulted—as in a previous date 

with another man who left scratches on her legs—Myles’ hesitancy to kiss her unsettles her. 

“That was it. For months. Lifting my head, waiting, wondering was anything wrong with me? 

Was there anybody else or did he just not know how to break it off? It felt so nice at first, like I 

was a piece of porcelain. But I wasn’t. I was a woman of twenty-three and I wanted a man” 

(109). 

Reflecting on sexual practices among the Irish, Tom Inglis describes a prudery and denial 

of sexual desires, particularly for women, that was embedded in Irish culture during the period of 

Monica’s youth, the 1960s. As Inglis states, “The stereotypical image of the shy Irish colleen, 

silent about herself and her emotional needs, reflects a historical reality in which there were strict 

silence imposed on sex and sexuality in general and on female sexuality in particular” (26). 

Monica is caught in an unsustainable position. The Constitution and the Catholic Church stance 

towards women in Irish society preclude her from asserting her sexual needs while positing 

motherhood as her only gender-appropriate choice. Myles’ inability to fulfill his own role as an 

aggressive male, at least initially, leads Monica to embody a misplaced mothering instinct 

towards him: “You were my child, under that big frame, and I swore I’d look after you and keep 

you from harm” (111). Monica’s wish to protect Myles positions him as an object, not an agent, 

within their relationship, but it does not last. Once Myles discovers that he is sterile, the sweet 
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boy with whom Monica fell in love transforms into an aggressive, domineering, and cruel man. 

 The Irish Constitution’s enshrinement of the family unit as the foundational model for the 

Irish State, as well as its ban of abortion,39 presupposes the birth of children in Ireland as not 

only the social norm but indeed the only socially acceptable choice to pursue. Although Ireland’s 

rate of marriage has been quite low in contrast with other Western societies for most of the 

twentieth century, the marriages themselves have been dramatically productive. Ireland, with its 

low rate of marriage, nonetheless has the highest rate of marital fertility (Inglis, 10). 

Myles is profoundly ignorant of women’s physiology (when Monica first gets her period, 

he thinks she is hurt), but in accordance with Irish expectations, his desire to have children 

becomes the initial focus of his marriage. However, his failure to impregnate Monica soon 

unsettles his sense of self and leads him to become increasingly sexually violent with her: 

“Those few days Myles, you were someone else. Then, when it was time, you were rougher, I 

wasn’t ready. It was… more like a challenge. It hurt. (Pause) And every time it hurt more” (113). 

The excerpt reflects how Myles’ sexual relationship with Monica is driven not by pleasure or 

gratification of either one of them, but rather out of pursuit of an unattainable goal. In the 

process, Myles and Monica’s rift increases; and while Myles was originally reluctant or unable to 

embody a hegemonic masculinity, his sterility leads him to embrace it furiously, to disastrous 

consequences for himself and for his wife. 

Having failed to create a family, and as such to fulfill his Irish role as a male, Myles seeks 

to regain his sense of autonomy and masculinity by immersing himself in football. In their 

                                                 
39 Under President Higgins a law allowing abortion, under certain circumstances, was passed in 2013. 
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research into male sports, Adi Adams, Eric Anderson, and Mark McCormark examine how male 

sports are an avenue through which men learn “toxic practices” among them sexism and fem-

phobia, homophobia, and physical violence against each other. These practices serve the purpose 

of raising their capital among their masculine peers. As the authors state, “Boys and men are 

thought to employ processes of hegemonic oppression to construct socially esteemed identities 

(predicated on being heterosexual and masculine), in an effort to maintain or improve their 

position within the social stratification” (280). As in Myles’ violent sexual life, his immersion in 

football correlates with neither sportsmanship nor pleasure, but rather with the eager pursuit of 

virility and the reclaiming of his damaged masculinity. In her description of his pursuits in this 

arena, Monica portrays the muscular, exposed body of her husband, a body that reflects the 

psychological pain he remains unable to communicate to her: 

Oh, if you could only have screamed Myles, I could have run to you. But you just ate 

your dinner in silence and were gone. Meetings, committees, training. You were like a 

savage on the football field then somebody told me once. Blind courage they called it. It 

was blind rage I knew. You’d come home, cuts on your forehead, bruised eyes. You’d 

strip to the waist in the kitchen – I never saw you naked. Once… your face streaked with 

blood… I tried to help you. You flinched when I touched your forehead, stared at me. Oh 

Good Jesus, Myles, I never forget that look. (115) 

Distraught by his sterility, Myles, who in the past had been content to follow the team around 

and not play, throws himself into a frantic punishment of his body. Unable to be comforted by 

Monica, his anger and pain are displayed not just in his body, but too in his rejection of his wife. 

Monica’s remark that she never saw him naked functions as a metaphor for the lack of open 

communication in their marriage. 

Myles’ embrace of football is an assertion of his Irish national identity, achieved through 

the embrace of Gaelic Football rather than soccer, which was associated with the English and as 

such with colonial exploitation. As Brian Singleton notes, “Thus the male warrior on the sports 
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field in GAA terms (Gaelic Athletic Association) was, and to some extent still is, symbolic of an 

armed struggle” (11). As the play progresses, Myles’ pursuit of Irish nationalism becomes 

increasingly aggressive, with dire consequences for Monica and for himself. Myles’ embrace of 

football and its attendant all-male companionship ultimately fails as a strategy for the reassertion 

of masculinity when the other players question him on his lack of progeny. “What did they say to 

him down at training night? It was just a joke I’m sure, some tiny slight. (Joking male voice.) 

‘No young centre forwards yet, Swifty? You’d better get the lead out of your pencil!” (116). 

Unable to handle these remarks, Myles, just as easily as he had embraced football, abandons it, 

abandoning too his nickname, Swifty. From that moment on, he insists on being called Myles Ó 

Muirthile. 

 The re-acquisition of his given name marks a further reclamation of Myles’ Irish national 

identity. When Monica first meets him he is neither Swifty, nor Ó Muirthile, but Myles Hurley.40  

Football fails to endow Myles with a hegemonic masculinity, but his subsequent embrace of his 

national Irish identity is more effective. He rejects the colonial, feminized Irish subject and 

replaces it instead with Irish Catholic conservative politics. The intersection of a postcolonial 

identity with repressive gender politics towards women has been documented by the research of 

MaryAnn Gialanella Valiulis.  This work describes how the birth of the Irish Free State failed to 

provide Irish women with equal inclusion and treatment. In fact, in colonial terms Ireland had 

been configured as the feminine, subjugated state, and while the Free State meant political 

independence in practice, “[t]here was, moreover, very little that the Free State could control – 

they were constrained by the restrictions of dominion status, by the international monetary 

                                                 
40Hurley is the English version of at least three distinct Irish surnames: Ó hUirthile, Ó Muirthile and Ó hIarlatha. 
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forces, by the reality of their own lack of resources and natural advantages” (126). In what 

Gialanella Valiulis considers typical of post-revolutionary societies, the Free State consolidated 

its power “by enacting measures against women, such as forbidding women’s political 

participation, outlawing abortion, prohibiting wage earning by mothers, imposing female dress 

codes” (127). By the 1960s, only 29 percent of the workforce was comprised of women, and 

discriminatory tax laws dictated that a woman’s income was her husband’s for tax purposes.  

Married women paid higher taxes than married men or single people, and it was not until 1980 

that this discrimination was challenged constitutionally (Ferriter, The Transformation of Ireland 

1900-2000 569-70). The Holy Ground, covering a span of time from the 1950s to the late 80s, 

enacts the impact of these practices in Monica and Myles’ marriage. 

 When Myles, after rejecting football, immerses himself in the Church and in its politics, 

he makes it clear that Monica might be present on the meetings, but only to provide refreshment.  

She is silenced from participating in the meetings held in her own home, and brutally subjected 

to Myles’control: 

 Don’t speak unless you’re spoken to. Just take their coats and stay out of the way.’ (Her 

own voice, as she moves around demented.) I scrubbed the lino in the hall, I washed the 

step, I ran to the mirror like a woman demented. So long since anyone had been to the 

house, I had almost forgotten how to hold a conversation. At nine o’clock I served tea to 

the men and women here, who peered at me like an unclean animal. (119) 

Myles’ regained sense of manhood is predicated on his brutal control of Monica, who, by this 

point, has lost all sense of self. While prior to their marriage, Monica had some friends—among 

them Deirdre—and employment, her marriage to Myles puts an end to her life outside the 

marriage. In fact, as she sadly recounts, she has lost her voice, both public and private, and can’t 

even hold a conversation, unless it is with herself. (She has described talking to herself, and to 

the imagined children she never had, earlier in the play.) While wage-earning by mothers was no 
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longer outlawed, the fight against reproductive rights, among them abortion, was very much 

present in the Irish social landscape of the 1980s. In fact, in 1982 the constitution was amended 

to include the right-to-life of the unborn, an amendment which further strengthened the already 

conservative treatment of women’s bodies on the original De Valera constitution.  As Ferriter 

notes. “The backlash of the 1980s, including abortion and divorce referenda, was an indication of 

the ability of small groups of Catholic activists to divide women, leading to what Connolly called 

‘a highly unsuccessful and deferential campaign’ to oppose the pro-life amendment campaign of 

1983, which in the sort and long term was a disaster” (The Transformation of Ireland 1900-2000 

667). 

Myles is in fact deeply involved in advocating for such policies: “The 70s will be red! 

Over my dead body. It’s no wonder the country’s destroyed with the like of them plays. We’ll 

have picket on that.’ (A snort) ‘A doctor on the censorship board? Encourage every class of 

pornography so they can legalise the pill and make money on the prescriptions for it!” (119). Not 

only does Myles reject those policies which advocate for a woman’s right to reproductive 

autonomy, he forces Monica to write letters, dictated by him, to local newspapers from fictitious 

mothers opposing the pill.  Silenced in her own house, Monica is coerced into embodying a 

public voice that further contributes to her own oppression and disenfranchisement. 

  However, the tide is turning, and Myles’ anger and beliefs become increasingly 

outmoded in a society on the cusp of dramatic social and economic changes. While a 1986 

referendum did not pass the amendment that would have made divorce legal in Ireland (it would 

pass in 1995), Myles’ demagogic stance towards women is finding less and less support in the 

social mores. And yet he remains undeterred and unwilling to concede that a New Ireland is 

emerging, one that will no longer accommodate his politics. As Monica recounts it, his phone 
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calls to newspapers and to political leaders go unreturned and: “They left you alone to struggle 

with your own Calvary. Wandering the streets with nobody heeding you, having rows with young 

people sniggering on the bus home” (123). Myles, just like Ulisito, wanders into an urban 

landscape that is alien and from which he is rejected and rendered an obscure figure. His 

attempts to embody a hegemonic patriarchal masculinity ultimately fail to provide him with a 

sense of coherence and strength, and in the process, his marriage falls apart. 

 Myles, also like Ulisito, holds a humble employment. As Monica states. “You know the 

Yanks you see in O’Connell Street on Patrick’s Day, always wanting to meet the ‘Little People’. 

If they only knew, they wouldn’t have far to go. In the door of the GPO.41 second hatch on the 

right after the Statue of Cuchulainn. Myles and the thousands like him, little people in the little 

jobs, lives bounded by foolscap paper and elastic bands” (116-7). The glorious Ireland evoked by 

the Statue of Cuchulainn, one of the foundational mythological figures of Irish culture, is 

belittled by its juxtaposition with the post office quarters. Myles’ vision for Ireland, present in the 

song The Holy Ground, which he sang about in bars with his lads prior to marrying Monica, is 

nowhere to be found. Instead, it has been replaced by the image of men working in menial jobs, 

invisible and meaningless, where Myles is just one of many toiling away.  Stubbornly seeking to 

reclaim a proud Irish nationalism, Myles has sought to find it by renaming himself, by pursuing 

football, and finally by embracing Catholic politics—all to no avail. As Monica reminisces, 

Myles’ life is ultimately a path towards isolation: “Even Clark and his friends spuc-ed off on you 

these last months Myles, new offices down town, computers and spokesmen in smart suits” 

(123).  The Celtic Tiger period is about to unfold, and there is no place within the New Ireland 

                                                 
41General Post Office. 
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for people like Myles, remnants of a bygone era. 

 Myles’ failure to occupy a public space is mirrored in Monica’s as well. Silenced in her 

own home, Monica’s interactions with the outside world are equally disempowering and 

humiliating.  Ostracized by the church members, and having lost all communication with her 

own friends, Monica has become socially awkward and, as her attempted murder of Myles 

suggests, mentally unstable. In one of her trips to the supermarket she describes her encounter 

with a mother and her little daughter, who has a sticker that reads, SPUC OFF.42 Monica details 

her reaction to the sticker in the following manner: 

When she saw me reading it and I smiled she smiled a little defiant smile back, as if to 

say we’’ll beat them, we’ll live our own lives yet. ‘S.P.U.C. Off.’ I started laughing, the 

cashiers looking with startled eyes. “Spuc off! Spuc Off!” Oh God, I laughed, the tears 

down my face. A space cleared around me and the young woman touched my elboe. (A 

concerned female voice.) ‘My husband is dead,’ I said, ‘thirty years dead. Swifty Hurley, 

he was a good, simple man, a footballer.’ I left the shop and almost ran home. I felt the 

whole street was looking at me. I took the poison from the shed, put it above the cooker 

and made his favorite stew. (122) 

 The concern expressed by the young woman, who worries that Monica is ill, highlights how 

after years of seclusion, emotional abuse and rejection, Monica’s mental state has severely 

deteriorated. Myles is incapable and unwilling to accommodate any changes in his conception of 

what Irish society should be, but Monica is equally at a loss when faced with the imminent 

future: a young woman and her daughter advocating, openly, for women’s reproductive rights. 

For Monica, it is too little too late, and her laughter masks the severe pain endured in her 

marriage. While Ulisito is unwilling, or unable, to remember his murder of Marita, Monica can 

explicitly detail what led her to add rat poison to Myles’ food. It is ironic that, after a life of 

                                                 
42S.P.U.C. stands for Society for the Protection of Unborn Children a Pro Life organization founded in 1966 with 

offices in England, Wales, Scotland .and Ireland. 
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abuse and neglect, Monica decides to kill her husband at the point in which he has become a 

victim of his regressive politics and is experiencing himself the very fate he inflicted on his wife. 

Perhaps Monica, in the end, pities him, and her attempted murder is not an act of cruelty but of 

mercy. It could also be argued that her encounter with the woman and child in the supermarket 

prompts her to take, finally, some action, to claim some agency regarding her own life. However, 

Myles’ death, rather than bringing closure and the opportunity for a new beginning, leaves 

Monica distressed, angry, and lonelier than she has ever been. 

Monica’s description of Dublin, and her fear of being watched, resembles Ulisito’s 

Buenos Aires of spying neighbors. Just as Ulisito was lost, Monica too is confused by an urban 

landscape that rejects her and denies her experience and her voice.  After finding Myles dead, 

Monica ventures into the city in her gown and slippers and confesses her murder to the hospital 

officials, only to be told: “(A strong male voice) ‘Your husband died from a clot to the brain. The 

man had a history of thrombosis, he’d take treatment from nobody. Rat poison contains Warfarin 

that prevents clotting and thins out the blood. If you did give it to him you probably lengthened 

his life. Go home now Mrs Ó Muirthile and keep your mouth shut’” (124). Neither her voice nor 

her actions are acknowledged, and the strong command by the doctor, sounding just like Myles, 

depicts a patriarchal repressive culture which extends well beyond the boundaries of Monica’s 

household. Swifty Hurley might be dead, by Ó Muirthile lives on, not just in his wife’s last 

name, but through the authoritarian grip, extending beyond the grave, that hijacks Monica’s 

imagination: 

 I closed my eyes and thought of God. I saw him there kindly… like my own father 

beckoning, but suddenly you were there beside him, Myles, righteous and stern. I tried to 

pray but nothing would come. You’ve stolen my youth and left me barren, you’ve stolen 

my gaiety and gave me shame, and when I die I will die unmourned. But I could forgive 

you Swifty, everything except that… seated there at the right hand of God, you had stolen 
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my Christ away from me. (125) 

The above excerpt are the last lines of the monologue, and Monica’s voice, unrepentant and 

angry, leaves audiences to ponder the sad fate of an ordinary Irish woman, who commits, or 

attempts to commit, a barbarous act in order to gain autonomy, only to fail, yet again. Staged at 

the cusp of the Celtic Tiger period, The Holy Ground is an urgent reminder of the discriminatory 

gender inequity practices afflicting Ireland, and the dire consequences of ignoring those 

individuals who have been made to vanish. 

 While Bolger’s The Holy Ground precedes the Celtic Tiger Period, his examination of 

Irish nationalism and its intersection with a masculinity in crisis foretells the experiences that 

many Irish men will undergo as the result of those changes in Irish society. McPherson’s 

monologues of violent, alcoholic men, soul-searching for meaning in their lives are Myles’ never 

conceived children, still lost and angry.  Ulisito is, likewise, very much a man of his time and 

place. He is the anti-hero that neoliberal Argentina can generate—a hero transformed from 

Ulysses into the Invisible Man, with a brief stop-off as Büchner’s Woyzeck. Shunted aside in a 

Buenos Aires crowded with ravaged bodies, and shamed by its legions of Desaparecidos, he 

desperately seeks to regain his masculinity—indeed his personhood, his visibility—through 

gender violence. 

Both plays end on a bleak note: Socavón with the description of Marita’s dead body, 

bloody and mutilated, and The Holy Ground with Monica’s futile anger toward a deceased 

Myles.  However, in their shared investigation of gender inequity—and in their shared use of the 

monologue form to evoke multiple voices, all of them silenced—both plays can be seen as 

opening an avenue to a fruitful dialogue from which new considerations of equality can emerge.  

In Ireland, in Argentina, in any country on the brink of dramatic social upheaval, we can hear 
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those who have been silenced, if we’re listening. 
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Conclusion 
 

In the years since the most recent play of  discussed in this study, The Pillowman (2003), 

the catastrophic collapse of the national neoliberal projects in both Argentina and Ireland 

underscores how what the playwrights of this study envisioned came to unfold, perhaps much 

more dramatically than anyone anticipated. Lola Arias’ play La escuálida familia (2001)  

premiered shortly before el corralito,43 and the world of starvation and bleakness depicted in her 

play fell short of capturing the ravaging consequences of a financial experiment gone awry. 

However, in the succeeding decade Argentina managed to pull itself out of the worst economic 

crisis of its history. Under the presidency of Néstor Kirchner (2003-2007), Argentina’s debt with 

the IMF was cancelled with a single payment in 2005, the same in year in which, finally, Captain 

Scilingo was sentenced to 1000 years in prison for crimes committed against humanity (Werth, 

15).   

Nevertheless, and in spite of significant gains made towards a more equal and just 

society, Dubatti still categorizes the current period as the post-dictatorship, acknowledging the 

legacy of the Junta on current Argentina. As the chapter of Socavón noted, current police abuses 

pose a serious threat to an effective democracy and Sutton’s study of post-crisis gender practices 

underscores the prevalence of sexism in Argentina. As Dubatti notes: “Una vasta zona del teatro 

actual trabaja sin pausa, y de diferentes maneras, en la asunción del horror histórico, la 

construcción de memorias del pasado, la denuncia y el alerta de lo que sigue vivo de la dictadura 

en el presente” (“El teatro de Buenos Aires en el siglo XXI” 45). The present is, for the avid 

theatre goer, a moment of incredible fertility and wide diversity on the Argentine stages. Dubatti 

                                                 
43The term used to describe the freeze placed on Argentine bank accounts by Minister of Economy Domingo 

Cavallo (1991-1996 and March 2001 to December 2001) to avoid a flight of capital from the country. 
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originally used the term “canón de la multiplicidad” to describe the theatre of the late twentieth 

century, but in the face of almost a thousand yearly new shows, he has defined Argentine theatre 

in the twenty-first century as, “el canón imposible,” since in his words: 

En el campo teatral actual, hay investigador especialista pero no experto, en tanto la 

totalidad del campo es imposible de abarcar. En el auge de las micropoéticas y las 

micropolíticas (espacios de subjetividad alternativa, al margen de los grandes discursos 

de representación), la multiplicidad de estilos y cosmovisiones teatrales se ha reafirmado 

como uno de los signos positivos de la época. (48) 

 

In light of so much production and diversity, any attempt on my part to illuminate the state of 

current Argentine stages must bear in mind Dubatti’s claim that such vast field cannot be 

encompassed by any single theatre critic. Before moving on to some of the highlights of theatre 

production in Buenos Aires after my project I will briefly provide some glimpses into the post-

crisis works by Lucía Laragione, Lola Arias, Javier Daulte, and Luis Cano. 

Laragione continues to explore the intersection of violence and ethnic discrimination. In 

her play Criaturas de aire (2004), the legacies of Nazism, genetic experimentation, and the 

treatment of Jewish and Gypsy populations are explored in the post-war period in an Argentine 

context, while El ganso del Djurgarden (2004) examines exile through the eyes of three men: a 

Chilean, an Argentine, and an Uruguayan residing in Stockholm. Daulte divides his time between 

Barcelona and Buenos Aires, and in the first decade of the twenty first-century published seven 

new plays and another seven between 2010 and 2012. In addition to his work as a playwright he 

continues directing commercial theatre in Buenos Aires and has received prestigious awards, 

including the Platinum Premio Kónex as the best director of the decade (2001-2010). Cano, as 

prolific as ever, has written more than thirty plays to date and participated in many others as a 

director and dramaturge. Violence, its causes and effects, its legacies, its agents and victims, still 

inform many of his plays. 
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 Lastly, Arias’ work, while still concerned with violence and the legacies of dictatorships 

(both in and out of Argentina), has evolved into multimedia spectacles that transcend borders and 

nationalities. Many of Arias’ new projects are multimedia performance pieces that distance 

themselves from her formerly textual based work and explore non Argentine identities. 

Beginning with her collaboration with the Berlin-based Swiss artist Stefan Kaegi, Arias’ most 

recent work is deeply interested in the liminal interactions created by globalization and its 

displacements. Her second collaborations with Kaegi, Airport Kids (2008), is a meditation on the 

lives of children labeled “global nomads.”44 The piece highlights the disappearance of national 

identities and its replacement with a “third culture” created in the marginal spaces generated by 

globalization. I am particularly interested in how the aesthetics of Airport Kids, and Arias’ 

subsequent pieces, reflect the disjointed, fragmentary, and invisible spaces and people 

unacknowledged in a world of commerce. 

 Arias’ most recent work explores the porous boundaries of identities in a permanent state 

of transition. Through her disarticulation of the distinctions between fiction and non-fiction, and 

her expansion into non-traditional theatre spaces such as hotel rooms, Arias’ work illuminates 

how twenty-first-century identities are constructed and performed when national frameworks are 

either absent, or elided.  Since Arias’ subjects are displaced, often, by transnational economic 

systems beyond their control, the pieces highlight to audiences the consequences of previously 

unconsidered acts. Given Arias’ current interests and use of technology in her most recent 

productions, La escuálida familia appears as an anomaly within her trajectory as a playwright, 

and yet, I argue, many of the themes introduced in La escuálida familia still pervade her work. 

                                                 
44Stefan Kaegi is one of the founding members of Rimini Protokoll and his first collaboration with Lola Arias was 

Chácara Paraíso (2007). 
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The legacies of the past in the present, whether in the form of political or personal histories, and 

its intersection with generational conflicts between parents and children keep resurfacing in 

different contexts, even if the aesthetics employed have changed. 

 Before moving onto the Irish stages I would like to briefly note a new form of Argentine 

documentary theatre, biodrama, created by Argentine director Vivi Tellas in 2002.  While 

working as the director of the Teatro Sarmiento, Tellas created the project biodrama, giving a 

single directive to the participant playwrights, to create a piece about the life of a person. 

Between 2002 and 2009, El Teatro Sarmiento staged fifteen plays categorized as biodramas, 

among them, Mi vida después (2009) by Lola Arias and Nunca estuviste tan adorable (2004) by 

Javier Daulte. Pamela Brownell, reflecting on the significance of biodrama writes: 

 Despite the simplicity of the assignment, Biodrama's aesthetic, ethic, and political quest 

was—and is still today—profound and complex. Conceived in a global context of 

spectacularization and mediatization of experience and in a local context impacted by 

Argentina's social, economic, and cultural crisis of 2001, Biodrama sought to use theatre 

and its power to bring people together as the means for an inquiry into the lives of human 

beings: into their stories, their ways of existing, and their arts de faire—in the words of 

Michel de Certau (1980). (1) 

            Tellas’ project has generated a prolific number of plays and continues to grow and inspire 

playwrights in and outside of Argentina. In 2010 and 2011Tellas was one of the facilitators of the 

artists’ residency MAKE, a Cork Midsummer Festival, Dublin Fringe Festival, Project Arts 

Centre and Theatre Forum endeavour connecting Irish artists with international mentors and 

theatre makers. The connection between Tellas’ work and Ireland leads me into a brief 

description of recent productions and works on the Irish stage. 

Post-Celtic-Tiger theatre has not experienced the massive growth present on the 

Argentine stage. While inequality and social services, overall, diminished through the Celtic 

Tiger period, the funding towards the arts, and theatre in particular, increased. As Lonergan 

http://www.corkmidsummer.com/
http://www.fringefest.com/
http://projectartscentre.ie/
http://projectartscentre.ie/
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examines Irish theatre was one of the cultural artifacts used to brand the new Irish State as 

evidence of the creative Irish mind: “This proposed rebranding of Ireland as a creative economy 

provides us with an example of the contemporary relationship between economic and cultural 

networks, and of how the global and the national interact in both fields” (59). However, by its 

centenary the Abbey had an operating deficit of 800,000 euros and by 2004 that figured was 2 

million euros (Lonergan, 81).  By 2010, funding for smaller companies, such as Blue Raincoat, 

Barabbas, and Corcadora, among others, diminished, and yet, as of today, all of them are still 

operating in spite of financial constraints, a testament to the commitment of Irish audiences to 

their theatre. Before moving on to new voices within Irish theatre I will provide a brief glimpse 

of some of the subsequent works created after 2003 by Marina Carr, Dermot Bolger, and Martin 

McDonagh. 

 Marina Carr continues writing plays that reimagine classical pieces for contemporary 

audiences, investigating the present by gazing towards classical literary history. Carr’s Ariel 

(2002) is a retelling of Iphigeneia at Aullis, while her latest play, 16 Possible Glimpses (2011) 

imagines different moments in the life of Russian playwright Anton Chekhov. Dermot Bolger 

continues to productively write across multiple genres (poetry, novel, theatre), investigating, 

from different perspectives, the shifting, always in-flux conceptualizations of what an Irish 

identity might look like in the twenty-first century. Of particular note for my project is his 

publication of The Ballymun Trilogy (2010), an exploration of the lives of two immigrants-- one 

Polish, the other one Moldavian--residing in Dublin. With the Ballynum towers as a backdrop,45 

the trilogy charts the changing landscape, both physical and spiritual, of contemporary Irish 

                                                 
45The original towers where built in the 1960s as public housing. After a long period of decay the original towers 

were demolished, and a new Balymun was erected between 2008 and 2013. 
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identities. Lastly, Martin McDonagh’s latest play to date, A Behanding in Spokane (2010), a 

black comedy set in the United States, did not have the critical or audience success of his 

previous works.46 Conversely his films Six Shooter (2004) and In Bruges (2008) were very 

popular. Perhaps film, in McDonagh’s own words, his preferred medium, is where his future 

endeavors will continue.47      

Among the new voices emerging in Irish theatre, Connor McPherson is, perhaps, the 

most successfully acclaimed. His angry, emasculated male characters that drink too much and are 

prompt to violence resemble Ulisito, drop-outs of an economic system where one’s failure is 

construed not as flaw within the system, but as an individual’s responsibility. McPherson’s use of 

the monologue form, in contrast with Bolger’s, becomes not an act of dialogism, but rather the 

unique avenue for agency and performance of otherwise disenfranchised males. I narrate, ergo I 

exist seems to be their motto. 

For the first time in Irish theatre history two Travellers, Rosaleen McDonagh and Michael 

Collins, have written and performed about their experiences as Travellers.48 In examining their 

works Maurya Wickstrom ponders two conflicting aspects of Traveller theatre: 

On the one hand, housed itself, theatre becomes a housing operation. It rehabilitates the     

Traveller toward assimilation with Irish neoliberalism and the ongoing absolute non- 

recongnisition of nomadism. On the other hand, theatre creates a world in which many 

different elements are put into relation with one another, a world that, perhaps, tests and 

experiments with intensities of appearance, being-there, and the appearance of self- 

                                                 
46Ben Bratley, in his review for the New York Times stated: “But the disappointment that shadows the face of Mr. 

Walken’s character — a one-handed man who has been searching for years for his severed appendage — comes to 

seem like a prophecy of the audience’s. The rest of the erratically enjoyable “Behanding” — directed by John 

Crowley and featuring Sam Rockwell, Anthony Mackie and Zoe Kazan — never matches the strange genius of its 

star.” “Packing Heat and a Grudge.” New York Times 5 Mar. 2010. Web. 26 Jan.2015. 

 
47 From an interview with Fintan O’Toole preceding his films: “I would be unhappy if I wrote 90 good plays and 

didn’t make a good film. But if I made one good film. If I made one brilliant film, one really, really good film, I’d be 

happy. One would be enough” (BOMB, 1998). 

 
48 Michael Collins has written two plays thus far It’s a Cultural Thing, or Is It? (2005) and Same Difference Worlds 

Apart. Rosaleen McDonagh has written two plays as well The Baby Doll Project (2003) and Stuck (2007). Neither 

Collin’s nor McDonagh’s plays have been published as of yet. 

http://topics.nytimes.com/top/reference/timestopics/people/r/sam_rockwell/index.html?inline=nyt-per
http://movies.nytimes.com/person/347951/Anthony-Mackie?inline=nyt-per
http://movies.nytimes.com/person/515446/Zoe-Kazan?inline=nyt-per
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difference, being as being. (170) 

 

While the tensions highlighted by Wickstrom unveil the difficuty of minority populations to 

remain true to their identities (in this case nomadism) and to resist being engulfed by a neoliberal 

project, theatre is indeed a tool for resistance.  

Finally, I would like to draw attention to two new plays that highlight some of the 

tensions generated by the influx of recent immigrants into Ireland. Throughout the Celtic Tiger 

period, the arrival of large amounts of people from myriad places around the world meant that 

the “2006 census showed that out of the Republic’s four million residents, 400,000 were born 

outside Ireland- about three quarters of them in the EU or the USA” (R.E. Foster, 34). The shift 

from a predominantly white and Catholic majority towards an ethnically and racially diverse 

population has not always been smooth. Two plays by new young playwrights explore the 

difficulties experienced in attempting to accommodate “others” into the New Ireland. 

Charlotte McIvor explores multicultural tensions in the post Celtic-Tiger period by 

examining Gianina Cărbunariu’s Kebab (2007) and Ursula Rani Sarma’s The Magic Tree (2008).   

Cărbunariu is not an Irish playwright, but a Romanian one, nevertheless her play Kebab, while 

developed for the Royal Court Theatre, premiered at the Ulster Bank Dublin Theatre Festival. 

(McIvor, 323). The play follows the fate of three young Romanians in Dublin and while McIvor 

acknowledges that it is “shaky” to categorize Kebab as Irish she concludes: “This play makes a 

strong case for inclusion within the discussions of Irish drama for being the only major work to 

take on the subject of immigrants’ exploitation by the sex trade within Ireland” (324). While 

Kebab has received mixed reviews, some of them profoundly critical, the play draws attention, 

as McIvor perceptively notices, to an elided and unacknowledged section of the Irish population 
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absent from public discourse. 49 While a discussion of Kebab’s value as a theatrical piece will 

require a more extensive analysis, suffice is to say that, as a testament to the harsh experiences of 

subjects existing in a liminal state within Irish society, the play is relevant to contemporary 

discussions of Irish theatre. It is also noteworthy that a Rumanian playwright’s decision to 

choose Dublin as the setting for the play underscores how globalization dislocates national 

identities and prompts discussions about what actually makes, in this particular instance, an Irish 

play Irish.   

The next play discussed by McIvor, The Magic Tree, is written by an Indian-Irish female 

playwright who is uncomfortable with all the labels used to categorize her and her work. In an 

interview with Sarah Keating for the daily Irish Times Sarma states:  

I guess it comes from the question I sometimes ask myself: whether or not I can ever be 

fully Irish, or perceived as Irish, with a name like Rani Sarma. But it also has to do with 

how people are always pigeon-holed: they look at you as woman, then as a playwright. 

Then you become “an Irish female playwright” instead of just an artist. (Keating) 

 

 Sarma’s reflections regarding both her identity and the pitfalls of categorization illuminates how 

the New Ireland is struggling to accommodate difference at a time when nationalities are not 

neatly aligned with one ethnicity, language, and/or race. The four characters of The Magic Tree 

are white, and a large section of the play unfolds in Cambodia, highlighting, one more time, how 

contemporary Irish theatre investigates identities in a permanent state of flux that defy 

classifying.   

Perhaps the most interesting questions to pursue, given the state of Irish and Argentine 

theatre, are not what makes an Irish play Irish or an Argentine Argentine, but rather to illuminate, 

however fragmentarily, how theatre’s resurgence and sustained presence in our highly mediated, 

                                                 
49Charles Spencer’s review for The Telegraph was titled: Kebab, a pile of rancid clichés (2007). 
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technology-driven world underscore theatre’s capacity to inspire, critique, and create 

communities, in spite of our perceived or real differences. Dubatti’s description of “el canón 

imposible” beautifully captures the critic’s act of surrender and joy in the midst of so much 

richness, diversity, and, one hopes, many more plays to attend on either side of the Atlantic. 
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