Reading Brian Friel (1929-2015) and
Translations (1980)

[1  The post-1950s disruptive scenario in British and Irish theatre had to witness and record an angst - not only that of the i, - s
post-imperial shrinking of an erstwhile empire into an island off the west coast of Europe, but also of unemployment, . & i “‘“i % ﬂ;,,, 4 --;;- i T
mass labour migration from the erstwhile colonies, loss of geo-political clout as evident in the Suez crisis of 1956, and “ . : iR
shifts in gender role and gendered economic participation.

L

[] If John Osborne’s Look Back in Anger (picture on the top from first production at the Royal Court in London in 1956)
highlights the ornamental fury of the Anglo-Saxon (white) angry young man post-empire who wants to refuse a reality
adrift from his inherited illusions of gender and race hierarchies, Harold Pinter’s Birthday Party (1958) revisits the
crumbling resistance of the individual when his life gets cancelled by a tsunami of alternative ‘facts’ and alleged
redemptions inflicted by the invasive Goldbergs and the McCanns, and Peter Shaffer creates a book of mirrors for his
times by recasting Mozart’s life on the eve of the French Revolution as a fable framed by the bureaucratic passion for
malice as imaged in the famed and charitable, bureaucrat court-musician Salieri in the 1979 play Amadeus, how could we

begin to engage with Irish dramatist Brian Friel’s creative contribution in terms of his huge, complex corpus? (A scene of
the imperial process of re-mapping and re-naming the geography from his play Translations directed by lan Rickson is
featured on the bottom right)

[1 Perhaps a two-pronged theory for exploring Friel’s corpus could be useful, that he digs into the identification markers of
the Irish, “a maimed people” in his own words (RTE documentary, 2000) who have lost their language in the British
militarist cartographic-orthographic projects that erased the Irish place names, histories and stories through the first half
of the nineteenth century, and quests for the peculiar role and function of art as an alphabet of alternatives in a broken
society

1 A native of Londonderry in Northern Ireland, a part of the United Kingdom where he belonged to the minority Catholic
community, Friel migrated to neighbouring County Donegal in the Irish Republic, the county of Donegal with its haunting
lonely beauty being the natural hinterlands of Derry, yet politically separated. Seamus Heaney, his poet-collaborator and

friend, evoked the summer visits to his home in Muff in the county as a guilt act, almost, of being in the old dream Ireland,
an elsewhere displaced.

1 In 1980, Friel along with actor Stephen Rea founded the touring Irish theatre company Field Day, which became a cultural
group embracing three poets, Seamus Heaney, Tom Paulin, and Seamus Deane, along with a set of Friel’s friends, peers
and artists. “It was founded to put on plays outside the confines of the established theatre and, through that, to begin to
effect a change in the apathetic atmosphere of the North [of Ireland]”, observes Seamus Deane. Translations was the
debut play staged by the Field Day Theatre Company in the Guildhall, Derry, on 23rd September, 1980. It seeded beginnings
of a kind of cultural invasion of northern Ireland envisioned through the founding of the company, which had sometimng
“slightly underground” and “something grapevinish” about it (Steven Ray, RTE documentary). It sought to cross borders,
including those between the British and Irish theatres.

Translations, 2019, director lan Rickson
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A few recurrent tropes in Brian Friel

Brian Friel
Translations

The contrast between the fast-talking, utterly sceptical outsider or in-between, perhaps intimate outcast gifted with eloquence (Eamon in
Aristocrats (1979), Owen in Translations (1980)) who has often chosen to leave, and the silent, almost aphasic insider (Casimir in Aristocrats,
Manus in Translations)

The role of art as a human quest for alternatives in a partitioned place and society - a crucible of disappointment and unyielding pressure -
where alternative political imaginings have so often failed, and the aligned solitarity of the elusive aristocrat, the word evoked in the
etymological sense of a being who embodies the presence/power of excellence, who is often projected as disabled-dispossessed in the context,
though capable of the private power of complete mastery on occasion (the faith-healer in Friel’s eponymous play, the inhabitants who haunt
Ballybeg Hall in Aristocrats though the title is also mockingly ironic, or Hugh, Jimmy and Manus in Translations)

Failure as a condition of vivid waiting, almost a creative condition and inheritance of human existence, and the frame of Irish desolation, such
as the failure of love and alternative political imaginary in Aristocrats (“Love is possible only in certain contexts”, rues Alice in the play), of
communication and the resistance to British military ravishing of the townland of Baile Beag in Translations, and the failure of the faith healer to
know and possess his power to heal in Faith Healer

Conflict between emotional loyalties to the backward and provincial area, and obligation to the sense of self which seeks freedom, and is hence
compelled to betray the native place by leaving for a more metropolitan, if shallower world, famously projected in the dialogue between the two
selves of Gar 0’ Donnell (the public and the private) in Philadelphia, Here | Come! (1964)

The focus on what Michael Billington (Guardian) calls the “naked magnificence of the word” which often supplants action, stage business and
scenery in Friel, aligned to the linguistic brilliance of much of 20th century Irish theatre. Also a parallel focus on the pagan elements of Celtic
culture through elements of music and dance, folkloric or nostalgic, in plays like Dancing at Lugnhasa and Translations. As the hedge school
master Hugh observes to the Romantic Yolland, a reluctant imperialist, in Translations, “You’ll find, sir, that certain cultures expend on their
vocabularies and syntax acquisitive energies and ostentations entirely lacking in their material lives.” (42)

Exile, and hauntings - of displaced voices, such as a sister long lost to missionary work in Africa in Aristocrats, or of a zone of official discourse
with its obtuse jargon of inauthenticity and the promise of violence, as in the case of British commanding officer Captain Lancey in Translations,
or Chicago-based academic Tom Hoffnung who has come to chronicle the culture and economics of an old Irish Catholic aristocrat family in
Ballybeg. The protagonists who have chosen to leave or have come back for the moment are in exile, displaced from ease, as are the Irish
people displaced from their language in Friel’s plays. The trope of exile resonates with much of twentieth century Irish theatre.
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. Language in its sonic and semantic potency, as also in the we1ght of s1lence or “things unspoken (Arzstocmts 279), deﬁnes a core Value in Friel.
His corpus torques on the tension between eloquence and sﬂence of the central cast of defeated characters whether they be Owen and Manus, \
- Eamon and Casimir, or the two selves, public and private, of Gar O’Donnell. He already writes in translation, in between languages, in an English
that heaves with cadences of the lost Irish. Plays like Translations feature mult1ple languages, including Greek and Latin which pepper the dialogue |
~ of most of the characters, and not only the scholars Hugh, Jimmy and Manus The English in his plays speaks with a forked tongue, rememberlng
registers in exile, and crafted in maglcal betrayal of the l1ngurst1c prom1se of the srngle and the pure. It inhabits the ethic of polyglossra

~ The forgotten Gaelic place names often con]ured in plays like Fazth Healer or Translatzons invoke the polltlcs of presence of the sacred sublime in the’
local, ordinary and proximate scapes (Bill Ashcroft “The Sacred in Austral1an Culture 22) through the mesmer1sm sedation and incantatory
| rhythm of barely remembered words that recreate a textual spatralrty connected to the pallmpsest of memories and stor1es associated with place-

- names that have been dr1ven underground

% Frank Hardy 'Aberarder,- Abe-rayron,

5 Llangranog_r Llan‘gur ig’r

Abergorlech, Abergynolwyn,

Llandefeilog, Llan‘erChymedd, A
Aberhosan Aberporth
All those dyrng Welsh vrllages (Eyes open ) (Fazth Healer 332)

: Orthographer and- accrdental 1mper1allst Yolland in Translations 51mllarly chants Celtic place-names wh1ch were be1ng replaced en masse by the
- approximate Englrsh sound or by translation into Engllsh words, ironically under hrs supervision. He realises this involves “an eviction of sorts”
(43), nonetheless chants the place-names “softly, almost privately, very tentatively” as signals to his Irish beloved Maire with whom language has
become the barrier, they cannot understand each other. He recites the place names Bun na Abhann, Druim Dubh, Lis Mail, Lis na nGradh,
~ Carriage na Ri, Loch na nEan, Mullach, Tor, as gestures of a gift to his beloved, as it were, of place-names and histories he has had to obliterate,
~and the magic works: “They begin moving - almost 1mpercept1bly towards one another (51) (The p1cture on the right features the river Foyle .
near Wh1ch Friel hved in County Donegal ) > ' '

And yet, though Yolland 1s an emlssary of pro]ect translatlon in the Ordnance survey conducted by the Br1t1sh in Ireland through the 18303 his , S

words of love for Malre remaln an 1ncommun1cable What then happens to the telos of translatlons in the eponymous play, and 1ts apparently

trlumphallst fate orda1ned by Captaln Lancy7 '




The imperial traffic of translation in 7ranslations

. D o ) e il e and o axpuiiion of Explih el o e ol syl (Vockif SIS CN&GM/ o .
. /l/z)%’zw . Wm 4; L e vey f/m&z/ ok é o méxwfm/ @ /Wéwér% i W@ /40/ /t//wuff A Wﬁ”é&/ﬂ%&fﬂ e mua‘r /mM ﬁ/ y/ i (/{m@é‘//y the
, | ' wincteentf] contury, in order to accord with its 1800 integration ints el @f@m

o s /%%W carpying werass”, “acrars presyfposes Uriniontsn) Tl oty % witf translation as MW%&L‘W /m/ inslunent /4 loninis ol W@ to George S i
/Mrdm/tzéjwwfadaf/ MWWWM% WWWMMW%M@M%%MWWM@ terra nalllies with “u %MM%&JM//%&& el 4)“/#%5@%%@/@6”@5&5 The toritory, as
L wmmmﬁ@ M/a&m/aé m@ Wy%wﬁmméfm%%m/a«fﬁméfw Yeir torts Méﬁw//ém retamed) bisésries erased) and tfon some ions méofw% W@fé/@%%f%oﬂ&ﬂ%%%ﬁa ﬂ -

Y y[;‘rméfm Videed, project inperialin w asfired to re-nake colouies as copies or “Gronslation / Eurgpe l@’&&%ﬁé/@vé m?/raa‘ wicontaminated Originel ( Barsuett wnd lrivedi ), and deBeated servant / the-enpire Caplin Lance in Friel s
/@ it wnable to perceive Jr ”Mﬂ i m@ TR ek W/Mﬂ%f%%%ﬁ/%ﬁ%M&MM%/ﬁ/ﬁyW @Mwww@%mjf%/www Mwmm@ G
/b/o/mamfdeWLW i T mWe/éb/ o colouialists to decole dle. ‘colon’, and redice dle e inle /%fw@%z%fm—mm/mfwﬂg/y/@@e/m /—Z%Mfw Mym/éo )
/xwwmﬂé/ézwuméfm%g/ﬁé%gﬂégy end te e nationel school suslon that woeld tordl) rplice te lical hefge s MWW to- Catfolles mg/d/%ﬁm@ W/wmw/mmm@f :

i ke, dhe mebion /Mm&fm being caclisively Englid (22, in offict rendering T B. Macanli's 1635 Miate on EMM% iy /4 w babes and baeaverats logal to tie Britiok ¢ Ww

3 : K% % M set yj; " um@wfm / T C%AZOW acress /rM 56/7/6/ o e WW /Wm Korsemination Wrméfm Tt curitouds b it m/ @/Zﬁ/f&”iﬂf te Wé&/ m/
%M@fmm %MMW /2 Tméfmﬁm /V[W&émfw f&bfm/m%f Bn%a‘/%a‘wwv‘u‘y Z)Mémmrm@/@mf/mwm% M/SW@//&/W de/fwmmfacéw%mz/wamém M

-,

. il fm/@w atf Byping it e solvial s JW@ et of e ol W%W andenaning he et countsy s somgolice ooy a m@/ﬂf%ﬁww A )»M%Wm y[@@% il o Bl
z%é /\/W BM ”WM@//@%&W@%)U WW@/@#W%%WW WWW%%WW%” (66 ). OW%@/WJWZ/ b/@umé w%@éfﬁf@%@ W/%/W/WM
/r % %/%me&(ﬁwy/ﬁé Wa/%rm writer- frméfw /l»ziémf fovmr%m/@ m/frméfw Ouen, m@ W%W%LW § mdscon, frmééa/M% /?750%5//%/7@@ wfw@ native @%ﬁ /2 W/ﬁ/@ '

: '\. %& z‘fméfm as an %Mf%w@/ Zéerxf il @/w/ ¢y, f%& %g nte /@%Mfm mémm L/’/’M /meg e /ow@ colininl s /m%fﬂ‘ww/ / crogs Lé@fw/i/ an Bruw FM Tméém, te mfy /é |




0]

o

o

o

s
On the plural non-colonial possibilities of translation
in Brian Friel, with special reference to Translations

The prefix “trans-” has another etymological meaning besides “across”, it is “beyond”. If “translation” may also be interpreted as “carrying beyond?”, the rush to
raze and erase cultures, languages, memories and histories melts into shadowlines and cross-fertilisation, rather than encroachment-invasion, and emerges as
the fresh poetics of post-colonial translation. Translation is re-invented as a radically polyvalent, liminal term in Translations, the ineluctable category when living
uncontaminated by alternatives does not remain an option. The play turns out to be quite a parable for our neo-colonial times, when translation could include not
only writing back, but also writing autonomously, in a register seeking alterities.

When Lancey’s command seems to erase, yet again, all potential of linguistic/ecological alterity in Ireland, the term “translation” itself is transported from a merely
military imperialistic category that wants to map and charter, to a pluripotent signal of counters. Jimmy Jack and Hugh recite Homer in Greek and render it in their
native tongue fluidly, conversationally, at home in both languages, turning on its head the terror of translation imposed by the empire. Most students at the
hedge-school are conversant in Latin and Greek, besides Irish. The hedge school master considers English a tongue particularly suited “for the purposes of
commerce” and cultivates innocence of literature in that language: “l went on to propose that our own culture and the classical tongues made a happier
conjugation... English, | suggested, couldn’t really express us” (25). Odysseus in his exhaustion of homecoming and frequency of access to Athena is their
relatable hero, rather than the contemporary British Romantic icon Wordsworth.

The text of Translations, though dealing with the crisis of colonisation, is post-colonial in its self-reflexivity. It features translation and intertextuality as a rite of
writing, drawing unabashedly from Homer, Virgil, George Steiner. And finally, the text in itself is translational, the lost language of Irish having been rendered in
English throughout. Interestingly, the play unfolds in a non-English speaking world, a world that can today be revisited only in English, so absolute had been the

violent triumph of the imperial translation project. Yet English had morphed too into an intimate domestic linguistic furniture for the Irish, such that the playwright
seeks to perform the trauma of his colonial disinheritance in its post-colonial healing space. The failed dream of translation in the border-crossing tragic affair of
Army Engineer Yolland and Maire, who find themselves barricaded in their respective language, has been achieved in the act of writing the text itself.

In Faith Healer, too, Friel invents “translation” as currency of creation, in the sense of “saying after” or “anuvad”, the proximate Sanskrit term for “translation”,
rather than “carrying across”. The old Irish legend of Deirdre is trans-created to suit the contemporary context. The “original” theme of a well-brought up girl,
destined for a noble calling in the north of Ireland, then eloping to Scotland with an attractive but feckless man Naoise to the dismay of her father, is reworked by
Friel from Naoise’s perspective. Translation emerges as his time-machine to revisit other times and images and stories from thence, as also the technology for
border-crossing - to contest mainstream imperial Anglophone history, resist erasure, recover the forgotten pre-colonial possible pasts of Ireland and edge into
what we cannot know, need not know, should not know and indeed, need to forget.
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