[image: image16.jpg]



	Translations

Brian Friel

Critical Readings
Mazenod College



Table of Contents

2“Brian Friel's Play Translation: How Communication Prevents Chaos” by Timothy Sexton


5“Can you say home in a foreign language” by Barry Levey


7Eloquent Tongues but Anguished Irish Hearts by Charles Isherwood


10Found in Translation: Brian Friel’s Irish Soul byJohn Heilpern


13“Frantz Fanon and Cultural Nationalism in Ireland” by Jayne Lendrum


16“History, Language and the Post-colonial question in Brian Friel’s Translations” by Aidan Fadden


18“‘It’s the Same Me, Isn’t it?’ The Language Question and Brian Friel’s Translations” by Charles Baker


24“Translations, the Field Day debate and the re-imagining of Irish identity” by  Martine Pelletier


35“Friel Translating”  by Declan Kiberd




 “Brian Friel's Play Translation: How Communication Prevents Chaos” by Timothy Sexton 

http://www.associatedcontent.com/pop_print.shtml?content_type=article&content_ty... 30/10/2008

Brian Friel’s play Translations deals with the issues of the importance of language to an existing culture and to the forced re-creation of an already existing culture. The play explores the difficulties and impossibilities of trying to completely understand a language foreign to oneself and how those difficulties extend to other areas of social interaction which are necessary to the building of a civilization. 

The play is set in the small Irish town of Baile Beag and concerns itself with the appearance of members of the British Army whose undertaking is to translate place names in the area from ancient Irish Gaelic to the King’s English. This clash of cultures which takes place in the play results in a series of misunderstandings and misinterpretations that serve to highlight the fact that language plays a central role in the development of society and civilization. The play seems to be saying that without a shared, common method of communication chaos will prevail and instability will rule the day. 

Chaos in the form of language disruption is created from the start of the play as the arrival of the British Army takes place under a sort of covert operation which isn’t made entirely explicable to the inhabitants of the small town, forging yet another divide between the Irish and English in their ongoing battle for supremacy of the emerald isle. Royal Engineers have come from England to create a new Ordinance Survey map of the country, including the area surrounding Baile Beag. 

The purpose of their expedition is not laid out in a completely and satisfyingly factual way for the people who are going to be affected by the changes to the map (Kearney, 91). As described by the character Owen, freely translating the words of the leader of the undertaking, the new map being created will “take the place of the agent-estate’s map so that from now on you will know exactly what is yours in law,” (Friel, 31). 

His description of what will be taking place makes it seem like a rather benign remapping for the benefit of the locals. The true focus of the engineers’ mission, however, is to Anglicize the map of Ireland, turning it from an ancient Gaelic region to a modern English colony. In fact, the remapping was “part of a deliberate effort to wipe out Irish culture (and therefore Irish cohesiveness and power) by wiping out the Irish language” (Lojeck, 84). Owen’s unfaithful description of the job being done lulls the students into a sense that what is being done is in no way a military action. 

Owen is called to the carpet for this by his brother, Manus, who clearly understands exactly what the soldier was saying. “It’s a bloody military operation” (Friel, 32), Manus tells his brother, wondering what exactly is wrong with the Irish place names that the English want to change. The not-completely-correct translation given by Owen inserts a divide between the students and the English invaders as they begin to live under the misunderstanding that what is going on is for their benefit. 

Another theme explored in the play is the way in which members of a society living under a colonialist government find themselves forced into varying forms of alienation in order to deal with the gradual loss of their own system of civilization (Brown, 196). This is clearly represented in the ways in which many of the characters in the play withdraw or wish to withdraw in some way out of social interaction. For instance, there is Sarah, who has withdrawn into herself so deeply that even the simple act of saying her name out loud becomes an almost joyous occasion. One way to escape the imprisonment of colonial domination is, of course, to leave the place being dominated, and this form of alienation is dealt with in the character of Maire, who longs to emigrate from Ireland to America. She even wants desperately to learn English so that she can be accepted across the Atlantic Ocean. 

Jimmy Jack escapes from the crushing imperialism by delving into ancient Roman and Greek mythologies. He is so far gone in his escape that he even believes he can marry a goddess (Brown, 196). All these characters long for a deliverance away from the hard facts of life under which they live. The dream of America is a longing for freedom from the oppression of the British empire that many thousands of Irish men and women found appealing. Maire would hardly be the first to think that a better future for herself would be found in the great experiment of America. Sarah has been called dumb and mute when clearly she is able to talk if she really wanted. 

But Sarah is more than just alienated and she signifies something greater than just another character dealing with the insufficiencies of life. Sarah “stands for a people’s loss of tongue and name” (Smith, 399). Sarah’s sense of isolation is symbolic of the translation from Gaelic to English that is taking place in the world around her. Her silence is reflective of the silence of the Irish people as their culture is being raped and pillaged by the British. She cannot simply escape anymore into muteness anymore, she is caught in the tumult taking place between her Irish countrymen and the English invaders. 

Translations is an appropriate name for the play in that a translation of something is not merely a rote renaming, but is in fact a reinterpretation of a word or words and that is exactly what the British soldiers and Owen are doing. They are creating something almost wholly new out of something that was old. In reinterpreting something, the hope is that there will still be an essence left of the original, though this may not always be the case. In this the British soldiers— except for Yolland—seem not to care; they are instead only interested in the complete Anglicization of place names and whether there is any Gaelic essence left is unimportant. The original names may contain intrinsic natures which cannot be translated. Therefore, the renaming—or translation—of the thing is not completely true; something has been left out of the mix (Deane, 107). 

This lacking in translation reaches its climax in the play in the love scene between Maire and Yolland where it is the essence of what is being spoken which is important rather than the actual words. The feelings they share for each other can’t be successfully translated into either of the languages; their emotions transcend mere words. This hole in the fabric of translation reaches a symbolic nature in the fact that the place names being renamed have more to them than just the letters that make up their names. Feelings and history exist behind the names which can never be translated in a wholly successful way from the original to English. Something will literally be lost in the translation. 

In his play, Friel examines the underlying importance of language in developing a civilization. Language clearly is of the utmost importance of establishing stability and allowing for the formation of a society. When that language is declared dead or dying and there is the substitution of another language, chaos will play a part. By the end of the play, disorder is in control. The barriers between the ability to express their love for each other has separated Yolland and Maire and with that Yolland goes missing. Afraid of being accused of being involved in Yolland’s disappearance, Manus leaves town. The British soldiers are now acting like soldiers instead of engineers and have laid down an edict that the town will be systematically razed unless the whereabouts of Yolland are addressed. Obviously, because of the war over language, things are breaking down significantly in Baile Beag, now called Ballybeg. 

Friel has highlighted how the strain between a colonial imposition and the simple folk who are being colonized against their will results in the breakdown of order. He seems to be saying that if you mess around with established forms of communication you will have to face dire consequences. The British have taken seriously their effort to wipe out Irish culture and the result of their efforts has been—as it could not have been otherwise—complete rebellion by those they were wishing to dominate. The effort to Anglicize the Irish could only have resulted in a stubborn form of denial by the Irish and the British will find themselves having to deal with that stubbornness for time to come. The concept of turning the Irish into British subjects by making them read and speak English could only have resulted in hard feelings and the desire to rebel against the forced Anglicization of an entire country. 

More resources 

Brown, Terence. “`Have We A Context?’: Transition, Self and Society in the Theatre of Brian Friel.” The Achievement of Brian Friel. Ed. Alan Peacock. Gerrards Cross: Colin Smythe Limited. 1993. Deane, Seamus. “Brian Friel: The Name of the Game.” The Achievement of Brian Friel. Ed. Alan Peacock. Gerrards Cross: Colin Smythe Limited. 1993. Friel, Brian. Translations. Kearney, Richard. “Language Play: Brian Friel and Ireland’s Verbal Theatre.” Brian Friel: A Casebook. Ed. William Kerwin. New York: Garland Publishing, Inc. 1997. Lojeck, Helen. “Brian Friel’s Plays and George Steiner’s Linguistics: Translating the Irish.” Contemporary Literature. Vol. 35, No. 1. Madison: Univ. of Wisconsin Press. 1994. Smith, Robert S. “The Hermeneutic Motion in Brian Friel’s Translations.” Modern Drama. Vol. XXXIV. No. 1. Toronto: University of Toronto Pres. 1991. 
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 “Can you say home in a foreign language” by Barry Levey 

Review: Translations at the Dramat Ex Theater 

http://www.yaleherald.com/archive/xxii/10.4.96/ae/trans.html 

 Text from Yale Herald, an undergraduate newspaper run from Yale University.
[image: image17.emf]For a little while, the audience actually feels a sense of triumph when Sarah, the soulful mute student at a rural Irish Hedge School circa 1830, speaks her first, broken sentence. "My name is Sarah," she forcefully asserts, and for a few brief moments it seems that any language barrier can be torn down with a little effort and a lot of emotion. 

But the audience suddenly realizes that what the Irish Sarah is painstakingly learning will become extinct overnight. The new National School will bring English to Sarah's isolated parish, and, being ignorant in this new tongue, she will be speechless once again. Her miraculous progress is completely for naught. 

Brian Friel's Translations is full of such thwarted triumphs, and the Yale Dramat's competent Ex production succeeds in illustrating the desperation and danger language barriers bring to a cluster of Irish students and, by extension, a culture. Though the production sometimes fails to overcome Friel's more clichéd theatrical conventions, the fine cast brings a sense of urgency to the material, making for an engrossing start to the new theater season. 

Friel's drama describes the arrival of English soldiers to a remote section of Ireland as they attempt to create the first accurate map of the area. Making the map, however, means renaming places and eroding tradition, in addition to preparing the area for military occupation. 

The English bring as their translator Owen (Brian Seibert, TD '97), an Irishman who made it big by adopting English culture and living abroad. Owen brings the soldiers to his old home where his father (David Ries, JE '96) and brother  (John Patrick Delury, ES '97) are tutors at a Hedge School, an impovershed institution teaching Latin, Greek, and math to local adults. As the characters find themselves unable to communicate with one another, Friel questions the essence of language and the relationships between names and souls, history, and culture, as well as living and learning. 

Director Kellen Hertz, SM '97, is determined to give each issue in the script the gravity it deserves, and she succeeds in coaxing excellent performances out of her actors. What she does less successfully, however, is avoid some of the clichés inherent in Friel's text. 

The situation of the brother who sells out confronting the brother who stuck to his ideals; the situation of a foreign soldier stealing a woman's heart; the situation of the beautiful mute girl with a heart of gold: at no time can Friel ever be accused of outrageous originality. Hertz's direction sometimes falls victim to this trap as well: in school scenes, the characters sit all in a row and stand when spoken to; monologues find actors walking downstage and addressing the audience while standing basically still; feuding lovers take single steps toward each other from opposite sides of the stage, meeting ever-so-cleanly in the middle. None of the stage pictures manage to match the fluctuating intensity of the languages that rages and debates onstage. 

Another of the play's flaws is its lack of a true central character. Owen comes out of the closest, and Seibert plays his character with a convincing duality. Owen is eager to placate the English, who made him rich, but he still feels incredible ties to his native Irish culture. As his brother Manus, Delury is sometimes too softspoken to command the stage, but he has a wrenching glaze in his eyes when he finally confonts his own misery. Alexandra Tekerian, SM '98, as the mute Sarah, turns in a remarkably textured performance. Her infatuation with Manus, her ferocious drive to speak, and her fear of conflict are all conveyed in her layered facial expressions. 

It is Adam Overett, SM '00, however, who is the crowd favorite. The one character Friel allows to be perpetually comic, Overett provides welcome humanity as the solider Yolland, who ignores the intellectual debates in favor of falling in love. His romantic interest, Lisa Louttit, JE '97, gives another fine performance. 

The set design, by novices Cathy Braasch, TD '99, and Jennifer Harris, DC '99, is remarkable in both its practicality and its reflection of the decaying Irish traditions. Braasch is in more familiar territory as the show's lighting designer, along with Cindy Bofetiado, JE '97. Merrit Lear's, TC '97, costumes are also well done. 

The questions Friel raises in Translations are not easily answered. He is not simply lambasting the prevalence of English; after all, that's the language in which he writes. The great irony of Translations, in fact, is that even when the English soldiers can't understand the Irish farmers, the audience can: the only difference between the two groups as far as we're concerned is the different accents the actors are affecting. 

"What does that word mean, `always?'" asks one character late in the play. This seems to be Friel's real question: what is more permanent, our language or our culture? Translations answers this query with another question: can one exist without the other?

Eloquent Tongues but Anguished Irish Hearts by Charles Isherwood
New York Times

January 26, 2007

THEATER REVIEW | 'TRANSLATIONS'

Quite a few languages are spoken in Brian Friel’s play “Translations.” There is a fair amount of Latin and Greek. Gaelic makes frequent appearances. And English is of course the play’s official lingua franca.

But you can leave your Berlitzes and your dead-language primers at home. A basic fluency in the workings of the human heart is all that’s necessary to absorb the beauties of Mr. Friel’s tender, sad and funny play about the difficulty of finding a home in the world, a person to share it with, and a name to call it by.
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	Brian Friel's ensemble drama "Translations," set in rural 1833 Ireland, is at the Biltmore Theater with, from left,Geraldine Hughes, Susan Lynch, Alan Cox and Morgan Hallett.


“Translations” has already had two major New York productions: Off Broadway in 1981 and on Broadway in 1995. Neither made much of a splash (it racked up just 25 performances in the more recent run), but “Translations” is anything but a splashy play. A quiet ensemble drama set in rural Ireland in 1833, it explores the troubled lives of a handful of characters struggling to adjust to the shifting dynamics of the world around them, which is undergoing quiet but radical change as the hard fist of British regulation seeks to impose itself on local tradition. Item No. 1 on Britain’s agenda is mapping the island and translating the Gaelic place names into proper English, a process that has complicated political and cultural overtones for the Irish people that resonate to this day. 

Mr. Friel’s touch is delicate, his narrative artful but oblique, his lyrical voice steeped in the lusty idioms of rural Ireland. And then there’s the Greek and Latin, intoned with joyous relish by men who like to chase it with a spot of hard liquor. “Translations” is, in short, the kind of play whose merits are likely to be lost in translation when exposed to the bright spotlight of Broadway. 

And yet here it is on Broadway again, where it opened last night at the Biltmore Theater, courtesy of the Manhattan Theater Club (which also produced the Off Broadway production) and the McCarter Theater Center in Princeton, N.J. On this occasion it has wisely been entrusted to Garry Hynes, the brilliant Irish director known for her work with the fiery young playwright Martin McDonagh and the cycle of plays by J. M. Synge seen at the Lincoln Center Festival last summer. Ms. Hynes has in turn wisely entrusted Mr. Friel’s challenging play to a stageful of little-known but hugely talented actors, creating an ensemble of an extraordinarily high caliber and consistency. In their hands — on their tongues, I should say — “Translations” is nothing short of glorious.
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	Sara Krulwich/The New York Times

From left, David Costabile and Alan Cox as Irishmen and Chandler Williams as a British soldier smitten with a country he has come to change.


Mind you, the play trades in a subtle glory, the kind that steals upon you furtively and without the help of advance PR. Last season a revival of Mr. Friel’s “Faith Healer” opened on Broadway with rather more éclat, thanks to the high-profile presence of Ralph Fiennes in the title role. Ms. Hynes’s cast boasts no stars of that renown, indeed no stars of the renown of Mr. Fiennes’s estimable co-star, New York’s beloved Cherry Jones. Nor does it involve the kind of tour de force monologues of which “Faith Healer” is composed, long, heart-searing speeches in which the characters seem to shed their skins paragraph by paragraph, until their souls stand naked and exposed before us.

But this news may come as a relief to those who found “Faith Healer” a tough sit. “Translations” is ultimately as emotionally resonant as that play is — and possibly just as heart-rending — but its rich cast of colorful characters, its more pointed humor and its layered narrative make it more accessible. And nobody talks for more than two minutes at a time, which is the blink of an eye for an Irishman onstage.

Why should they? All too often the words they speak cannot be understood by their listeners, even when their lives depend on them. In “Translations” Mr. Friel celebrates the sweet music of human speech, but the play also explores the seriocomic truth that language divides as easily as it unites, and sometimes fumbles and stalls just when we need it to soar. Greek or Latin, English or Gaelic, it is the only tool we have to forge emotional bonds, diffuse social conflict and translate inner passions into the practices of daily living. But how paltry it can seem as a medium of expression for all that fills our searching souls!

Its eloquence and its limits are most movingly illustrated at the climax of the first act, when love comes upon two of the play’s central characters with the speed of a runaway horse. The Irish dairymaid Maire (Susan Lynch) has long been betrothed to a local, but she yearns to escape the stultifying culture of Ballybeg (the fictional town where many of Mr. Friel’s plays are set, here also known in Gaelic as Baile-Beag). Maire has recently announced a bold plan to move to America, but her eye has been caught by Lieutenant Yolland (Chandler Williams), the British soldier with no fixed place in the world who feels strangely at home among the wary but friendly locals. He has fallen in love with the land, the people and, poignantly, the language it is his job to make obsolete. 

He speaks scarcely a word of Gaelic, and her English is limited to a few phrases and a useless bit of nonsense, courtesy of Aunt Mary: “In Norfolk we besport ourselves around the maypole.” As they each trot out their stray bits of each other’s language, Mr. Williams and Ms. Lynch — who both give enchanting performances — make palpably clear the anguish and frustration of being unable to find even rough words to communicate inchoate feelings. As funny as it is touching, this beautifully played scene exposes the truth and the lie in the cliché that lovers need no common language to lay bare their hearts. 

But almost everything in this production plays beautifully. The boozy give and take between Hugh (Niall Buggy), the schoolmaster who runs the humble rural schoolroom where the play takes place, and his prized old pupil Jimmy Jack (Dermot Crowley), is wonderfully funny, as they tease each other with etymological tests.

The mixture of tension and affection between Hugh’s sons is intimated with subtle force. Manus (David Costabile), an ardent nationalist, takes over the teaching chores when Hugh has taken a nip too much, at least until his heart is broken and he comes to feel an exile in his beloved home. Owen (Alan Cox) ran away to Dublin and has returned to Ballybeg as the hired assistant to the British soldiers in their mission, which he believes can help advance the cause of the locals, if they can be made to see it. (Now if only he could get his employers to call him by his right name, and not by the Anglicized Rowan.)

Mr. Friel’s characters are too complexly drawn — and in this production played — to line up neatly for or against the advent of a new language that may bring economic benefits but will speed the erosion of an entire culture. Hugh, that lover of dead tongues, makes the eloquent observation that words “are not immortal,” and “a civilization can be imprisoned in a linguistic contour which no longer matches the landscape of ... fact.” The mournful corollary Mr. Friel’s play gently illuminates: People are far more mortal than the words they use, and a changing civilization may leave them adrift and alone. 

You don’t have to search hard for lamentable contemporary resonance in “Translations.” The attempt to impose a new civilization on a subjugated country by force looms as the background for the smaller personal dramas that take up much of the casually drawn narrative. And the plot turns on the disappearance of a soldier, possibly a casualty of Irish resentment of the occupying force.

But the quiet urgency of Ms. Hynes’s production derives more from the limning of the small strains tugging at the tight fabric of a community of individuals, each bedeviled by a private struggle. The ensemble is rounded out by Michael Fitzgerald as the impish young Doalty, who bridles more than most at the presence of the British; Geraldine Hughes as the feisty Bridget; Graeme Malcolm as the stern, condescending redcoat Captain Lancey; and Morgan Hallett as Sarah, a disturbed young woman who has trouble communicating at all, and can barely say her name. 

Ms. Hynes’s production also benefits from evocative work from some of her regular collaborators, the set and costume designer Francis O’Connor and the lighting designer Davy Cunningham. Mr. Cunningham’s painterly lighting is particularly integral to the nuanced contouring of the production. As the narrative darkens in the last act, the triangle of light that formed a bright spot in the dimness of the barn is shut out, as hope for a promising end to almost everyone’s trouble begins to dim.

A despondent and tipsy Jimmy Jack and Hugh are alone in the dusk when Maire enters and asks, “Master, what does the English word ‘always’ mean?” 

He gives her the answer in Latin, but adds: “It’s not a word I’d start with. It’s a silly word, girl.” 

In fact, in the darkening gloom of the barn, in the final moments of Mr. Friel’s haunting but hugely rewarding play, it sounds like the saddest word in the English language. Or any language.

TRANSLATIONS
By Brian Friel; directed by Garry Hynes; sets and costumes by Francis O’Connor; lighting by Davy Cunningham; sound by John Leonard; original music, Sam Jackson; production stage manager, Richard Costabile; production manager, Ryan McMahon; general manager, Florie Seery; producing artistic director for the McCarter Theater Center, Mara Isaacs; director of production, David York. Presented by the Manhattan Theater Club, Lynne Meadow, artistic director, and Barry Grove, executive producer; and the McCarter Theater Center, Emily Mann, artistic director, and Jeffrey Woodward, managing director. At the Biltmore Theater, 261 West 47th Street; (212) 239-6200. Running time: 2 hours 15 minutes. 

WITH: Niall Buggy (Hugh), David Costabile (Manus), Alan Cox (Owen), Dermot Crowley (Jimmy Jack), Michael Fitzgerald (Doalty), Morgan Hallett (Sarah), Geraldine Hughes (Bridget), Susan Lynch (Maire), Graeme Malcolm (Captain Lancey) and Chandler Williams (Lieutenant Yolland). 

Found in Translation: Brian Friel’s Irish Soul byJohn Heilpern
From The Observer

http://www.observer.com/node/36671 

February 4, 2007 | 7:00 p.m

	



	Chandler Williams (Lieutenant Yolland) and Susan Lynch (Maire) in Brian Friel 


It’s a pity that Brian Friel’s wonderful Translations at the Biltmore Theatre is talked about as particularly “relevant” to the Iraq War. Relevance has become a nagging mantra of our times, as if topicality counts for everything. Mr. Friel, Ireland’s greatest dramatist, is a poet whose enduring plays aren’t overtly political. They point to the wound, not the cure.
Translations is his masterpiece. To be sure, he had imperialistic wars in mind when he wrote the play in 1980, during what the Irish call “the troubles.” The war with the British occupiers (or peacekeeping army, depending on your point of view) was then at its height. But the much bigger drama that Mr. Friel actually wrote—dared to write!—is an inspired parable about nothing less than the death of the Irish language and therefore of Ireland itself. 
The soul of this extraordinary, lyrical play is its case for the decency and tradition of vibrant language and what it means to Ireland’s cultural history and national identity when its words are forcibly turned into neutered, standardized English. Mr. Friel’s concern springs from the linguistic theatrical tradition of Synge and Yeats, as well as from the fruits of a nation of natural talkers, romantic nationalists and impossibly articulate bullshit artists. Only the Irish can make tragedy teeter comfortably on the edge of black farce. Translations thrives on different, colliding levels, and some of them will make you laugh at the absurdity of life, and others will break your heart at the pain of being alive. 
This intimate play is set in a makeshift rural school in Mr. Friel’s mythical Ballybeg, an Irish-speaking community in County Donegal. In the 1830’s, the British Army Engineers Corps carried out an ordnance survey of colonized Ireland, eventually anglicizing every place name in the country and destroying Gaelic as a barrier to modern progress. The bleaching of Ireland’s vivid outer expression and communities is the pretext of the play—though, as always with Mr. Friel, lost souls in exile from their country, or themselves, play a central role. 
Only a drama of this high order would open with Jimmy Jack, an elderly, unwashed gent known as the Infant Prodigy, spouting his three languages—Latin, Greek and Gaelic—and saying to pass the time, “I was just thinking to myself last night: if you had the choosing between Athene and Artemis and Helen of Troy—all three of them Zeus girls—imagine three powerful-looking daughters like that all in the one parish of Athens!—now, if you had the picking between them, which would you take?” 
He would go “bull-straight” for Athene, no disrespect to the other girls. “By God, sir, them flashing eyes would fair keep a man jigged up constant!” 
For the Infant Prodigy, the ancient myths are real and life is bearable in the escapist, exalted company of the gods. He’s someone in scholarly exile from his wretched self. So is his cynical, bright, pompous friend Hugh, the drunk master of the school that meets in a disused barn. As a matter of blustery nationalistic pride, he will scarcely utter a word in English—though if Mr. Friel hadn’t written his play in English, we wouldn’t understand him. 
“Yes, it is a rich language,” Hugh informs the naïve army lieutenant about the appeal of his nearly obsolete Gaelic, “full of the mythologies of fantasy and hope and self-deception—a syntax opulent with tomorrows. It is our response to mud cabins and a diet of potatoes: our only method of replying to … inevitabilities.” 
The Irish language promises possibility—a noble, defiant defense against the hardness of desolate, dirt-poor lives and the comfortless certainty of defeat. In a fantastic drunk scene that comes late in the play, Hugh (the excellent Niall Buggy) and the old Infant Prodigy (a terrific performance from Dermot Crowley) laugh together until one of them collapses weeping. Only those who understand life’s insanity know how to laugh like them. The pair reminded me forcibly of Beckett’s tramps in the wilderness, or a mad Lear and blind Gloucester on the heath. 
Among Mr. Friel’s other principal characters, a schoolgirl named Sarah can scarcely pronounce her own name. She’s literally speechless. Owen is the headmaster’s charming prodigal son, who returns home from Dublin as a newly hired translator for the British Army. Renamed Rowland by the snobbish Brits, he’s a divided soul who, in truth, has no home: He’s a collaborator. And there’s Manus, the lame, ineffectual older brother and unpaid teaching assistant who’s infatuated with beautiful Maire and hasn’t a prayer. She’s desperate to escape backwater Ballybeg for a new life in America, just as the tormented young hero of Mr. Friel’s early Philadelphia, Here I Come! (1964) sought exile there. 
Maire and Lieutenant Yolland have one of the great, touching love scenes in all of drama. He’s the naïve, decent English romantic who falls in love with Maire and pastoral Ireland. (He will be assassinated by Irish rebels.) They don’t speak the same language, declaring their love for each other without benefit of translation via miscommunication and incoherence. 
“I’ve made up my mind,” Yoland declares firmly in English. “Shhhh.” “I’m not going to leave here …. ” 
“Shhh—listen to me,” she says in Gaelic. “I want you, too, soldier.” 
“Don’t stop,” he replies. “I know what you’re saying.” 
“I want to live with you—anywhere—anywhere at all—always—always,” she adds. “Always?” he asks. “What is that word—‘always’?” 
“Take me away with you, George …. ” 
I’ve always found Translations an awesomely sad play. It’s ultimately about the death not only of language and Ireland, but the loss of all goodness and hope. And yet, each time I see the play, I’m elated. It helps that this is an outstanding Manhattan Theatre Club production directed by the exceptional and caring Garry Hynes. But even work as first-rate as this doesn’t account for my heady response to such a tragedy of existence. 
Seamus Deane, the Irish poet and friend of Brian Friel, provides an explanation. “Paradoxically,” he writes, “although his theme is failure, linguistic and political, the fact that the play has been written is itself an indication of the success of the imagination in dealing with everything that seems opposed to its survival. What is most characteristically tragic about the play is the sense of exhilaration which it transmits to the audience.”

Our sense of tragic loss—of words and culture, of love and even reason—is redeemed by the artistic miracle of the play itself.
“Frantz Fanon and Cultural Nationalism in Ireland” by Jayne Lendrum

http://www.qub.ac.uk/schools/SchoolofEnglish/imperial/ireland/Fanon-ireland.htm 
[image: image18.emf]Only recently has Ireland been included in the extensive study of postcolonial societies. Our geographical closeness to Britain, the fact that we are racially identical, the fact that we speak the same language and have the same value systems make our status as postcolonial problematic. Indeed, some would argue it is impossible to tell the difference between Irish and British. However, to mistake Irish for English to some is a grave insult. In this essay, I would like to look at Ireland’s emerging postcolonial status in relation to Frantz Fanon’s ‘The Wretched of the Earth’. By examining Fanon’s theories on the rise of cultural nationalism in colonised societies, one can see that events taking place in Ireland at the end of the nineteenth century bear all the hallmarks of a colonised people’s anti-colonial struggle through the revival of a culture that attempts to assert difference to the coloniser and the insistence on self-government. 

The years 1870 to 1890 in Ireland saw the fervent battle of Charles Stewart Parnell and his Home Rule party for home rule in Ireland. This consisted of Ireland having its own parliament to deal with internal affairs while still remaining under the control of Westminster in international affairs. It was not the desire for a full separation from Britain that would come later. However, by 1890, problems in Parnell’s personal life lead to a breakdown in communication with the Prime Minister and to a split in the Home Rule party. According to M E Collins, this left a void in Irish politics and life that was filled with a new cultural awareness and a questioning of Irish identity: ‘the new movements were different. They stressed the importance of Irish identity, Irish race and Irish culture’ (170 M E Collins, Ireland 1868 -1966). It is at this point that Fanon’s ‘Wretched of the Earth’ becomes relevant to Irish history. In his chapter entitled ‘On National Consciousness’, Fanon stresses the colonised native fears of being assimilated totally into the culture of the coloniser, of being ‘swamped’ (169 Frantz Fanon, The Wretched of the Earth). These were the exact concerns that occupied the minds of the Irish people after the failure of home rule. They began to be anxious about what Collins terms ‘the distinguishing marks of Irishness’: ‘a culture and language that was different to Britain’s’. However, this culture and language ‘was now disappearing fast. Ireland was developing an English culture that was indistinguishable from that in Britain’. (170 Collins, Ireland). 

 Thus, at the turn of the century Ireland saw the rise of movements that attempted to reverse the ‘cultural obliteration’ (190 Fanon, WOTE) of the colonising power and, as Douglas Hyde saw it, to ‘de-anglicise’ Ireland. In 1884, with the set up of the Gaelic Athletic Association, distinctly Irish games were nationally organised, with the development of nation-wide rules and the setting up of national competitions. A revival of the Irish language started with the [image: image19.jpg]LINGUISTIC IMPERIALISM 267

Owen:  The job is being done by soldiers because they are skilled in
this work. (31)

Of course, Owen’s Gaelic translations throughout this scene
are much more straightforward than the original English
words by the verbose bureaucrat Lancey, but just as poetry
is lost in translation, so is the implicit threat found in Lancey’s
prose. Owen ignores Lancey’s references to military author-
ities and the Empire, and the Gaelic-speaking listeners know
only what Owen chooses to tell them.

The one listener skilled enough in both languages to notice
the discrepancy is Owen’s older brother, Manus. He pulls
Owen aside to question him about his translation of the Cap-
tain’s speech. Manus has gathered that this operation is a
military one and objects to the renaming of local places:
“What's ‘incorrect’ about the place-names we have here?” he
asks his brother (Friel, 32). Manus sees an intrinsic link be-
tween a thing and its name; he objects to this English mission
and questions their right to undertake it in the first place.
Naming, for Manus, implies ownership, a literal possession
and control, and he does not want to relinquish control to the
English.

If the English don’t already control the land, they surely
will after they rename it. By translating these place-names
into a tongue the inhabitants cannot understand, the English
soldiers appropriate the territory in a very real sense. The
Gaelic-speaking natives find themselves in'the curious posi-
tion of being foreigners in their own homeland, similar to the
Saxons who were driven west into Wales by Norman invad-
ers—the name “Wales” comes from walis, meaning “foreign-
ers.” The people of Baile Beag, like Sarah, cannot speak their
own names.

Owen, for his own part, defends the liberties he takes while
translating for the soldiers. Certainly, he is intelligent enough
to understand the implications of what they, and he, are do-
ing; yet he refuses to admit the insidiousness of renaming the
places with which he has grown up. He doesn’t even mind
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founding of the Gaelic league, a body that attempted to revive spoken Irish. In Ireland at this time, the revival of the language was directly linked by some to a sense of national identity; you were not really Irish if you did not speak it. In the 1890’s, however, a new movement began, that attempted to revive Irish literature without the necessity of the Irish language. This was the National Literary Society, founded predominantly by W B Yeats and responsible for setting up the Abbey Theatre. It is through Yeats and his involvement in the cultural revival in Ireland that aspects of Fanon’s theories are again noteworthy. The application of his theories involve Yeats’s choice of subject matter for his poetry after the 1880’s. Fanon remarks on the use of a pre-colonial past to fight against the cultural hegemony of the coloniser: ‘because they [the natives] realise that they are in danger of losing their lives and thus becoming lost to their people, these men…relentlessly determine to renew contact with the oldest and most pre¬colonial springs of life’ (169 Fanon, WOTE). Yeats’s continued revival and use of Irish legends associated with the pre-colonial, oral culture of Ireland as signifiers of a present-day national culture mirrors Fanon’s theories on the use of the past (imagined or not) to restore a different identity and construct an image of a homogenous national culture, different yet equal to the culture of the coloniser. The tales of the heroic exploits of the likes of Cuchulainn and Na Fianna that saturated Yeats’s work celebrated Ireland’s past and endowed it with ‘dignity, glory and solemnity’ (169 Fanon, WOTE), opposed to the savage aspect imposed by Britain. Yeats is the ‘native intellectual’ who Fanon states ‘decided to go back further and to delve deeper down’ (169 Fanon, WOTE). It is worth noting that Yeats’s pre-occupation with reviving Irish folk culture also allowed him access to new constructions of Irish nationality. He was part of the Protestant ascendancy, and it was believed by some that this qualified him as anything but Irish. 

In ‘On National Culture' Fanon observes that it is difficult to have a distinct and separate national culture without having a distinct and separate nation: 'in the colonial situation, culture, which is doubly deprived of the support of the nation and the state, falls away and dies. The condition for its assistance is therefore national liberation and the Renaissance of the state'. ( 197 Fanon, WOTE). Hence the link Fanon makes with culture and the violent struggle for freedom in colonised societies. Yeats also makes this link, though in a slightly more narcissistic way: ‘did that play of mine send out/Certain men the English shot?’. It is not known whether or not Yeats’s play ‘Caitlin Ni Houlihan’ (about self-sacrifice for the freedom of Ireland) was directly responsible for the events that took place in Ireland after the height of the Cultural Revival. However, the fact remains that subsequent to the revival of a glorified and distinct idea of Irish national culture and heritage by the likes of the Gaelic League and the National Literary Revival, home rule was no longer sufficient for Ireland. What was wanted was ‘an Ireland not Gaelic merely, but free as well’ (178,Collins Ireland). In 1916, a bid was made for this independence, followed by a more successful one in 1919. So, one can see that Fanon’s theory; ‘the claims to a national culture in the past …rehabilitate that nation and serve as a justification of a future national culture’ (169 Fanon, WOTE) is clearly exemplified in turn-of-the-century Ireland. However, not everyone wanted to define their identity by the same cultural signs resurrected by the likes of Yeats, causing a divide in Ireland that has had repercussions right up to the present moment. 
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Owen: Back to first principles. What are we trying to do? 

Yolland: Good question. 

Owen: We are trying to denominate and at the same time describe . . . ” Dun na nGall or Donegal? Muineachain or Monaghan? Same place, same difference? 

As Owen says about his own name: 

“Owen -Roland -what the hell. It’s only a name.” ( Translations ) 

For the student of post-colonial literature, what transpires in Friel’s play as the British army proceed to map this particular corner of the empire is that like language itself, it is not so much the naming and the changing of names but what that signifies and what those names signify in a particular context, coming from a particular mouth. 

A simple post-colonial reading could view such events as a violation of geographic space: “Imperialism after all is an act of geographical violence through which virtually every space in the world is explored, charted, and finally brought under control.” (Said, 10), and an appropriation and subversion of identity. 

What makes Friel’s play so rich is the way his dialogue plays with the subtle antinomies and nuances of the situation. Can one identify a coherent imperial project, a desire to exterminate subversive Gaelic or is it the inevitable pragmatic impulse of commerce and laissez-faire economics? 

The practicalities of day-to-day existence are clear in Maire’s desire to learn English so she can work in America. Owen exemplifies engagement with the colonial centre in contrast to his brother, Manus. However, when the play has taken it’s tragic turn it is Owen who suffers ignominy at the command of Lancey who orders him, “Do your job -translate.” (Act 3) 

The translations acquire the bitter taste of complicity, betrayal and shame in Owen’s mouth. 

Owen also serves, potentially, as ‘mimic-man’ in his role as servant of the empire -one who, “ . . .simultaneously reinforces colonial authority and disturbs it.”(Sharpe) His final exit, to find Doalty ¬be it to help him or hinder him -as a Yeatsian ‘man of action’, potentiates this aspect of the theoretical type. His blend of pragmatism and willingness to engage mark him as, in Saidian terms, a potentially liberating force. Manus in this binarism represents Said’s first stage of Nationalism. 

Jose Rabasa, in ‘Allegories of Atlas’, discusses the significance of the map in colonial and post-colonial contexts. Functioning as a mirror of the world it offers a conception of ‘a reality’, “ . . . it aims to invoke a simulacrum of an always inaccessible totality by means of an arrangement of symbols.” (Rabasa) 

Like the Lacanian mirror there will always be a disjunction. As Sharpe notes in Bhabha, there is an ambivalence and an “ . . . absence of closure that allows for native intervention.” 

This ‘fact’ is a metaphor in itself and it is the representational metaphor of Translations. If indeed we accept at face-value Friel’s insistence that it “ . . . has to do with language and only language.” (Pine, 146) then the play, the dramatic whole, the picture, is an attempt at mapping the contours, depressions, peaks and valleys of interactive human consciousness. It is shifting, never the same, never totally quantifiable or predictable -bearing names, like places, changing, changeable. 

Through Hugh and Jimmy Jack, this play about the flux of signification, employing the fluid signification of language, it wrestles with meaning and with being -ontos and episteme. Ultimately, like Vladimir and Estragon, even stronger than the memories of ‘that time’ is the compulsion to find companionship. 

“Jimmy: Someone to talk to. 

Hugh: Indeed. 

Jimmy: That’s all Hugh. The whole story. You know it all now, Hugh. You know it all.” 

Derek Walcott, in “The Muse of History”, speaks of a sense of post-colonial identity as a new Eden, “ . . . an elation which sees everything as renewed.” (Ashcroft, et al 371) 

It is not the idealised, amnesiac vision of Yolland but something more akin to the day-to-day existence of Hugh and Jimmy. As Hugh warns Owen, 

“To remember everything is a form of madness.” 

To be bound to history is to be bound to myth for history is inevitably narrativized. 

“In time every event becomes an exertion of memory and thus subject to invention.” (Ashcroft, et al 370) Doalty’s recollection that, “When my grandfather was a boy they did the same thing,” reflects the bind of history. He will resist. Baile Beag/Ballybeg is poised on the edge of the abyss. It could be argued that the colonial obsession with the future , what Walcott calls, “ . . . the rational madness of history seen as sequential time,” (Ashcroft et al, 373) engenders a reciprocal resistance rooted in the narrative of the past. It seems history is to blame? 
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“Translations, the Field Day debate and the re-imagining of Irish identity” by  Martine Pelletier 

Translations occupies a place apart, both among Brian Friel's dramatic works and in the history of theatre in Ireland. It is Friel's best-known play – a title it will now have to share with Dancing at Lughnasa. If it is true that the fate of every play is its first production, then the specific circumstances surrounding the opening night of Translations on 23 September 1980 deserve some discussion. Brian Friel had agreed to team up with Belfast-born actor Stephen Rea in order to set up a new Derry-based theatre company, christened Field Day (a phonetic pun on the two names, but also a phrase with both military and festive connotations), with the aim of touring Ireland, North and South. Some funding had been secured from both the Northern Irish and the Irish arts councils, eager to support community theatre and a touring company, The civic authorities in Derry had allowed the Guildhall, long a symbol of Unionist domination in a city notorious for its gerrymandering, to be turned into a theatre since this was seen as a great occasion, a source of pride for the local population and their representatives. The first night proved a great success and Translations went all to triumph at the Dublin Theatre Festival, toured a number of venues in Ireland, and transferred to London. Since then, Translations has been widely hailed as a masterpiece, a watershed in Irish theatre, has enjoyed countless revivals, has toured extensively -in 2001, for example, the Abbey took Translations to the US but also to France and Germany as well as Barcelona, Prague, and Budapest -and has been translated into several languages. Beyond its stage success, Translations has proved of abiding interest to academics and intellectuals in Ireland and abroad. 

What kind of play could arouse such sustained critical interest and retain as popular appeal? What deep chord did and does Translations strike? The play is set in a Donegal Irish-speaking community in 1833, the specific location being a hedge-school in Baile Beag, the Irish "ancestor" of Ballybeg, Friel's favored fictional small town. Hedge-schools were the informal institutions that many rural Catholics attended, after the Penal Laws deprived them of the right to an education. This situation was about to change in the 1830s as the British government sought to replace such schools with National Schools, which would use English rather than Irish as the medium of instruction. Thus the play's hedge-school is the threatened space as confirmed indirectly by the schoolmaster's insistence on teaching his students Latin and Greek, encouraging a cross-cultural conversation exclusively with dead civilizations. The Irish language is also under a different attack as the British Army is engaged in mapping the country. This process involves the translation of every Irish place name into an English equivalent, either through direct translation or through transliteration, retaining cither the meaning of the name or trying to approximate its phonetics within a different linguistic system. 

Hugh O'Donnell, the hedge-school master, his son Manus and their pupils - Maire, Sarah, Doalty and Bridget, Jimmy Jack - meet the two English officers, Lancey and Yolland, in charge of the Survey for the Baile Beag area. The two Englishmen are accompanied by a civilian interpreter, vvho turns out to be none other than Hugh's younger son Owen, who had gone to Dublin to seek his fortune. Behind the initial, fragile goodwill of this first encounter between the soldiers and the representatives of the local community lurk a number of dark shadows: Manus is instantly suspicious of his brother's admittedly somewhat loose translation of Lancey's speech on the Survey; he does not conceal his indignation that Owen should be known to his English companions as "Roland," an abdication of his Irish identity that strikes lvianus as ominous, almost a betrayal. Captain Lancey's condescending, patronizing attitude is a clear indication that the British Empire whom he serves faithfully has little interest in the local Gaelic culture. By contrast, Yolland's naive enthusiasm for all things Irish, his desire to learn the language, his hope that their presence will not be "too crude an intrusion" on the lives of the locals, testify to his romantic temperament and his great sensitivity.

As the play unfolds, the military nature of the operation, the symbolic and cultural consequences attendant upon the eradication of the Irish place names - "an eviction of sorts" (420) - dawn upon Yolland first, then upon Owen. Yolland falls in love with Maire - the local girl whom Manus was hoping to marry - and finds his feelings reciprocated; but this love is doomed to fail as Yolland mysteriously disappears, no doubt abducted and killed. Owen, who had mistakenly thought he could mediate between the two communities, is forced to translate Lancey's threats of violent retaliation unless Yolland is found. This time, his translation no longer seeks to conceal the brutal violence that lies behind the official jargon as the previously metaphorical eviction becomes literal. Sarah, one of the pupils who had been coaxed by Manus into speaking her name, reverts to silence upon being questioned by Lancey, a scene that suggests a possible symbolic reading of this character as Ireland, struck dumb through fear and the imposition of English. Maire, distracted by grief, pleads with Hugh to be taught English as emigration to America now beckons. Hugh picks up the Name-Book in which the work of Owen and Yolland has been recorded and admonishes his son that they must now learn to accept these new names, make them their new home. Owen remains deaf to his father's advice, however, and opts to join the forces of resistance against the English, exiting to find the Donnelly twins, those offstage characters the audience has understood to be responsible for Yolland’s disappearance. As the curtain falls, Maire is trying to draw the map of Norfolk Yolland had drawn for her, while Hugh vainly seeks to remember and recite the opening lines of Virgil's Aeneid, the epic tale of Carthage's destruction and Rome's triumph. 

For his first foray into the genre of the history play, Friel drew on a wide range of sources and contemporary documents -in particular, John Andrews' A Paper Landscape (1975), Thomas Colby's memoir (1837), John O'Donovan's letters, PatrIck Dowling's The Hedge-Schools of Ireland (1935), as well as George Steiner's After Babel (1975). Friel had been reading Steiner's influential book on the history and theory of translation while working on a version of Chekhov's Three Sisters in an idiom that would be recognizably Irish and would give a nevv relevance to this Russian classic. Out of such disparate materials Friel constructed his elegant, multilayered play. The playwright's stroke of genius is the theatrical conceit he invented in order to solve the linguistic conundrum at the heart of the play. Baile Beag in 1833 would have been an Irish-speaking community, though some characters would also have been fluent in English. Yet the language the audience hears onstage throughout is English, except of course when it comes to the place names or some Latin and Greek words and quotations. Since the focus of the play is very much on language, its role in shaping and expressing personal and collective identity, the very fact that English onstage represents two separate languages -the Irish we are asked to imagine and the English which is now rhe "natural vehicle" for a play on an Irish stage – is immensely ironic and hugely significant. 

Translations dramatizes this key transitional moment when Irish gave way to English, when a culture was, forced to translate itself into a different linguistic landscape. The Ordnance Survey map acts as a powerful metaphor of the transformation of this linguistic and cultural environment. Irish loses the ability to describe what is, and becomes, like Latin and Greek, a language that is only capable of saying what used to be. This shift from one language to another is presented in the playas the inevitable result of a number of pressures, some external, others internal. It was indeed London and the colonial authorities that set up National Schools and commissioned the Ordinance Survey, but it was Daniel O'Connell, the champion of Catholic Emancipation, who said that "the old language is a barrier to modern progress" (400), as Maire points out in her attempt to convince Hugh that it is English they now need, English had already become the language of trade, of politics, of modernity. Soon, the Great Famine of the 1840s would wipe out a large proportion of Irish speakers and force countless others to emigrate to English-speaking areas. Yet adopting English does not mean that the language spoken in Ireland will carry the same wealth of association, the same connotations, the same emotional resonances as in England. Again, Translations demonstrates, through the conceit of English standing in for Irish, that "once Anglicization is achieved, the Irish and English, instead of speaking a truly identical tongue, will be divided most treacherously by a common language." Contemporary Irish audiences must also confront their own lack of proficiency in Irish, their historical responsibility in having accepted English as the everyday language of the Republic as well as the extent to which they have succeeded in making Irish-English their own distinctive tongue. 

Translations problematizes the relationship between language and identity, drawing on Steiner's insights into the nature of translation while remaining alert to the central irony that the supposed first official language, Irish, is only present residually. All through Translations there are hesitations between a positivist view of language -embodied by Lancey, and partly by Owen, for whom translation, mediation between one linguistic system and another, is quite possible and almost straightforward - and a more poetic or ontological view, derived in part from Martin Heidegger. The latter view posits a deep and complex connection between language and identity, doubting the possibility of any true translation as each language possesses its own history, its own way of inhabiting and perceiving the world.,' When Yolland objects to the translation of Irish place names into English on the ground that something he cannot quite pinpoint is being eroded, Owen rebukes him at first and Hugh warns the young Englishman, in terms borrowed from Steiner's After Babel, that "words are signals, counters. They are not immortal. And it can happen - to use an image you'll understand - it can happen that a civilization can' be imprisoned in a linguistic contour which no longer matches the landscape of ... fact" (419). Hugh, for all his attachment to the past and avowed contempt for the modern, material world of trade and commerce, seems increasingly aware of the disjunction between the rich language and culture of Gaelic Ireland, and the sad reality of his impoverished community, surviving on a diet of milk, soda bread and potatoes. From the vantage point of the twentieth century, the playwright also points to a possible reading: Gaelic Ireland has become imprisoned in a distorted linguistic 18ndscape as a result of the subsequent mythologizing of nationalist history. As Hugh further adrnonishes, "it is not the literal past, the 'facts' of history, that shape us, but images of the past embodied in language. [...] We must never cease renewing those images; because once we do, we fossilize" (445)' Brian Friel acknowledges the power of language in shaping our perception and understanding of the past, and the potency of such images or myths, once they have achieved cultural acceptance. But life is change, not stasis, so myths need to be subjected to critical and imaginative scrutiny. This is what Translations attempts: it offers us a sophisticated exploration of a set of highly emotional images - the hedge-school, that beloved locus of nationalist history and folk memory; the Irish language; the military presence of the British Empire; the impending Famine - to problemarize the simple story of linguistic dispossession with the benefit of hindsight and contemporary linguistic theory. ' 

In the diary he kept while writing Translations, Friel made several observations that betray his own ambivalence towards received images of Gaelic Ireland: "One aspect that keeps eluding me: the wholeness, the integrity of that Gaelic past. Maybe because I don't believe in it." In Ballybeg, at the point when the play begins, the cultural climate is a dying climate - no longer quickened by its past, about to be plunged almost overnight into an alien future. The strong sense of alienation attendant upon Ireland's brutal entry into the modern world caused various critics to read the play entirely as ~ lament for a lost Ireland. But averting to this traumatic transition need not imply that the playwright wished his audiences to see it in wholly idealized nostalgic terms. Friel was in fact largely working against such images whilst acknowledging their hold on the collective imagination, including his own. Many early reviewers concentrated on the "brutal suppression of a perfect, self-sustaining native culture" motif. For the playwright, such readings were simplifications that missed the point, or were deliberately seeking to make a largely political point:
Several people commented that the opening scenes of the play were a portrait of some sort of idyllic, Forest of Arden life. But this is a complete illusion, since you have on stage the representatives of a certain community -one is dumb, one is lame and one is alcoholic, a physical maiming which is a public representation of their spiritual deprivation.
Hugh's Final, almost stoical, recognition that the new English place names now make up the linguistic and cultural landscape is accompanied by an exhortation to appropriate these new unfamiliar names, to endow them with meaning, to make English identifiably Ireland's language. Such a challenge has been taken up as subsequent generations of Irish writers have given expression to that very discontinuity, turning the new vernacular into an adequate vehicle for creative expression, including Friel himself. 

Friel felt it necessary to write his next play as an antidote to the pieties offered to Translations. The Communication Cord, performed by Field Day as their 1982 production, is also set in a cottage in Ballybeg, but the vantage point is that of the present, the early 1980s in the Republic. The characters are no longer Irish-speaking country folk but middIe-class English-speaking Dubliners. Many parallels can be drawn, however, as the playwright visibly conceives the characters in The Communication Cord as symbolic heirs to the nineteenth-century protagonists. The restored cottage is not a home but a holiday or weekend hideaway: it belongs to the McNeillises and Jack, the son of the family and a successful barrister, uses it chiefly to carry out his numerous romantic liaisons. Jack feels no emotional commitment to the cottage and mocks the familiar and familial discourse that would suggest he must have reverence for such a place as the repository of Irish identity. Jack's friend, Tim Gallagher, a lecturer in linguistics, is eager to impress Senator Donovan, whose patronage he needs to secure a tenured post at the university, and whose daughter Susan is in love with him, though he is less sure of his feelings for her. Jack has devised a plan to enable Tim to impress Donovan, who fancies himself as an amateur antiquarian: the Donovans have been invited to stop ,'It the cottage on their way to a dinner party and Tim will pretend to be the proud owner of this little Irish gem. This deception worries Tim, who nonetheless allows Jack to talk him into playing this seemingly harmless ploy. As the dramatic mode is comic, even farcical, everything that could go wrong will go wrong...
The emphasis is again on language but within a context in which signifier and signified fun riot as the play exaggerates the arbitrary connection between word and thing. Tim's thesis on "Discourse Analysis with Particular Reference to Response Cries" foregrounds communication as dependent on a shared context, an agreed code without which chaos would ensue, echoing somewhat mischievously Steiner's key concerns with the possibility of interpersonal communication and intra-linguistic translation. Tim's theory, expounded enthusiastically for the benefit of a skeptical Jack and an indifferent Donovan, is put to a severe test in the play. In The Communication Cord, no identity is stable as characters pretend to be, or are mistaken for, who they are not. Each is forced to play roles while Tim and Jack turn into frantic theatre directors trying to keep one step ahead of each new twist in the plot. Quid pro quos and misunderstandings proliferate, chaos reigns and inanimate objects, like the door and the fireplace, seem to have a will of their own. Any tendency to mythologize language in Translations is ruthlessly derided as language becomes a means of concealing, lying, playing, hut proves decidedly inadequate when it comes to expressing genuine feeling or Emotion. The obvious butt of Friel's satire is Senator Donovan1 a committed revivalist1 a proponent of what Sean O'Faolain derisively called "fanciful celtophilism.” The Senator waxes lyrical and accumulates clichés when it comes to expressing his admiration for the cottage, this symbol of Ireland's past: "This is the touchstone. [...] This is the apotheosis. [...] I suppose all I’m really saying is that for me this is the absolute verity." Seemingly unaware of the glaring inauthenticity of the cottage, the Senator insists on miming the traditional rural scene of milking and finds himself chained to one of the wooden posts, tethered irrevocably to his beloved Irish past. In his compromised situation the Senator's discourse alters radically: "This determined our first priorities! This is our native simplicity! Don't give me that shit!" (75). His previous extravagant nostalgic fervor proves to be mere rhetoric devoid of any significance. This is terrain Friel had already covered in his bleak satire The lvlundy Scheme (1969), in which he lampooned a morally corrupt Irish political establishment all toO ready to turn the west of Ireland into a graveyard in return for financial advantage. Thirteen years later, Friel's view of Irish politicians does not seem to have changed for the better. 

Instead of Latin and Greek we now have German and French, through the presence of Barney the Banks, the German tourist eager to buy a genuine Irish cottage, and Evette Giroux, who works at the French Embassy in Dublin. Ireland's frame of reference, linguistic, cultural, economic and political, is no longer the classical world, nor is it imperial or post-imperial Britain, but the European Economic Community that Ireland joined in 1973 and whose funds have contributed in no small measure to Ireland's modernization of its economy and infrastructures. The restored cottage is an object of great interest, a valuable property for the German tourist, a supposedly reliable means of accessing Ireland's sacred soul for Donovan, a convenient nest for amorous encounters for Jack and Tim's unlikely meal ticket for a university post and material security -in. each case, a commodity with material1 not spiritual or communal value. At the play's close, Tim finally throws in the towel and stops pretending; this enables a more genuine form of communication to be established in a scene that parodies the moving love scene between Yolland and Maire in Translations. Tim realizes that he is still in love with his ex-girlfriend, Claire, whose presence in the cottage contributed ln a major way to the confusion and mayhem. As the pair are about to kiss, leaning dangerously against the upright beam supporting the loft, they conclude that language may actually matter less than communication, that "maybe silence is the perfect discourse" (92). The play ends on the collapse of the cottage as the beam gives way, and Jack utters one of those emotional "response cries" which are the topic of Tim's thesis on linguistics: "O my God." 

Though The Communication Cord remains a slight piece in a minor key as compared to Translations, it is a pity that Stephen Rea's idea to revive the two plays and do them on the same set was not taken up, Both plays offer imaginative and partly conflicting explorations of the sociocultural role of language in the historical evolution of Ireland. Instead, the corrective vision of The Communication Cord was soon forgotten or dismissed as disingenuous or irrelevant. Criticizing the Republic's hypocritical idealization of its rural past struck many commentators as a less dangerous exercise than confronting what Nationalists and Republicans did in the name of that ideal in the North. Meanwhile, Translations kept on being performed, was translated into different languages for the benefit of audiences who recognized in the play the situation of many a minority culture faced with the trauma of assimilation or integration into a majority, dominant culture. 

The context provided by Field Day itself had changed since 1980. In the wake of the play's initial success, Friel and Rea had decided to set up a formal board of directors for the company, inviting four fellow Northerners - musician David Hammond, poets and academics Seamus Deane, Seamus Heaney and Tom Paulin - to join them. By 1986 the ad hoc theatre company had become a formidable intellectual enterprise, adding a series of critical pamphlets to its theatrical activities. Translations was therefore understood to be the foundation stone, the defining text that had set the agenda for later developments in the debate initiated by Field Day, since there was an obvious coincidence between the topics addressed in the pamphlets and the issues, linguistic, literary and cultural/historical, addressed in the play. There was a growing anxiety that these Northern intellectuals were promoting a revamped nationalism in a climate characterized by political instability in Northern Ireland. Thus, while early critical attention had been directed towards the politics of language in Translations, after 1985 a new and more aggressively political line of criticism developed: Friel's anachronistic portrayal of 1830’s Ireland was denounced as a deliberate distortion of historical truth in a play that sought to equate nineteenth-century Donegal and 1970s Derry. A reviewer of the 1986 Belfast production of Translations warned prospective audiences that the play was dangerous, seductive and dishonest. Literary critic Edna Longley accused it of repeating myths of dispossession and oppression instead of submitting them to critical scrutiny. Historian Sean Connolly concluded that Friel had remained the prisoner of a particular image of the Irish past grounded in a Manichean opposition between "a wildly idealized Gaelic culture and an improbably debased and philistine English alternative.” While a close reading of the play makes it difficult to substantiate such views, it cannot be doubted that these hostile reactions owed much to the new context provided by the development of Field Day. 

After The Communication Cord and three years of unstinting commitment to the new company, Brian Friel left the stage floor to other Field Day members, whom he encouraged to write plays or to commission texts from playwrights outside the Field Day ambit. Between 1983 and 1987, Tom Paulin and Derek Mahon, Stewart Parker and Thomas Kilroy - the latter being subsequently offered a place on the board of directors -penned Field Day plays. From the outset, Field Day's commitment to touring Ireland North and South had rightly been understood as a highly political gesture. Affirming an Ireland culture beyond partition clearly marked Field Day off as a nationalist project in the eyes of many commentators. In 1985 the company published their first six pamphlets in book form. Increasingly there was a sense that the critical activity represented by the publication of the pamphlets and Seamus Deane's controversial project of producing a massive, three-volume Field Day Anthology of Irish Writing now occupied centre-stage. By using both the page and the stage Field Day acknowledged their responsibility in shaping perceptions and generating debate, initiating a dialogue or rather a dialectic between the two lllutually supportive sides of thell' activities. Throughout the latter part of the 1980s it could be said that Field Day set the critical agenda in Irish studies. Two related features dominate their critical writings of the period: increasing 8ttacks against historical revisionism and the promotion of modes of analysis that view the Northern Crisis as part of the legacy of a colonial situation. Postcolonial readings of Ireland's literature are now commonplace but one needs to remember that this was not always the case, as early studies of postcolonial literatures deliberately excluded Ireland from their inquiries and, in Ireland the model offered seemed -and still seems -irrelevant or dangerous to those many historians and intellectuals who favour the revisionist mode of interpretation that has gradually superseded nationalist history. In a 1986 article entitled "What Are All Revisionists Now," historian Roy Foster expressed his satisfaction that Ireland was finally ready to cast away the dangerous nostalgia of nationalist history. Among his most vocal and articulate opponents was Field Day's Seamus Deane, who objected in particular to the preference given by many revisionist historians to the "Archipelago model," analyzing the relationshIp between Ireland and England in terms of a peripheral region becoming integrated into a centralizing state system, thus playing down or rejecting the colonial dimension of the Irish experience, and of the Ulster crisis. Field Day, through Deane, championed the postcolonial model, as demonstrated by the fifth series of pamphlets \\lith the "Yeats and Decolonization" essay by Edward Said. 

In that same year, 1988, Making History by Brian Friel opened in Derry, with Stephen Rea in the very demanding lead role. Did Friel know already that this would be his last Field Day play? Making History dramatizes the life of the sixteenth-century Earl of Tyrone, Hugh O'Neill a central figure in this key period in Irish history with the fall of the Gaelic aristocracy and the subsequent accelerated plantation of Ulster. The playwright starts from Sean O'Faolain's famous 1942 biography, itself considered a revisionist text as it portrays O'Neill as a great European statesman, whose true stature has never been fully understood because of an early and continuing emphasis on the man as pious patriot and on Irish nationalism as the only relevant context. O'Faolain regards the early biographical account, hagiographic in tone, by Archbishop Peter Lombard as responsible for the development of such a limiting myth. Making History rewrites O'Neill's history, focusing on his hybrid identity as hereditary Gaelic chief and as Earl of Tyrone, by the Grace of Her Majesty, Queen Elizabeth of England. Friel's O'Neill admits the influence of the formative years he spent in England: "I was only a raw boy at the time but I was conscious not only that new ideas and concepts were being explored and fashioned but that I was being explored and fashioned at the same time." His recent marriage to Mabel Bagenal, a Protestant and the sister of the Queen's Marshal, suggests a further, very intimate, English influence. But O'Neill also knows his responsibility as a leader of his people: “I have spent my life attempting [...] to hold together a harassed and a confused people by trying to keep them in touch with the life they knew before they were overrun [...] And at the same time I have tried to open these people to the strange new ways of Europe, to ease them into the new assessment of things" (299). This dual identity is represented linguistically and theatrically by his shift from a Tyrone to all English accent.
While part of the play dramatizes Hugh's dilemma, his reluctant decision, the defeat at Kinsale and the subsequent exile known as the Flight of the Earls, another plot line concentrates on the task Archbishop Lombard has set himself, the writing of Hugh's life for the benefit and enlightenment of future generations. The hero and the biographer, the man of action and the l11an of words, are in disagreement from the start, as Lombard evinces great skepticism about the value of truth in the writing of history: "If you're asking me will my story be as accurate as possible -of course it will. But are truth and falsity the proper criteria? I don't know. Maybe when the time comes my first responsibility will be to tell the best possible narrative. Isn't that what history is, a kind of story-telling?" (257). At the end of the play, exiled in Rome and mourning Mabel's death in childbirth, Hugh pleads with Lombard to tell the whole truth, to no avail since the Archbishop has his own agenda: "Think of this [book] as an act of pietas. Ireland is reduced as it has never been reduced before - we are talking about a colonized people on the brink of extinction. [...] So I am offering Gaelic Ireland [...J this narrative that has the elements of myth. And I'm offering them Hugh O'Neill as a national hero" (334-335). Friel's Lombard certainly does not fall into the category of the deluded historian who believes he can remain objective. He is actively constructing a narrative that, in his view, serves a superior purpose which justifies his tampering with "the truth," and the type of history-writing that dominated the post-independence period and that revisionist historians were actively challenging. It is obvious that Friel orchestrates this confrontation between O'Neill and Lombard the better to show us the relativity of all narrative records, whether historical or fictional. Against Lombard's account, Friel offers his own subjective myth of O'Neill, centered on his doomed love for the beautiful and intelligent Mabel. One could argue that the play is less a critique of revisionist historians and more a calling into question of all historical inquiry. The text he wrote for the program to the play is deliberately provocative: "When there was tension between historical 'fact' and the imperative of the fiction, I'm glad to say I kept faith with the narrative. But then I remind myself that history and fiction are related and comparable forms of discourse and that an historical text is a kind of literary artifact." This postmodern assertion of the constructedness of all narratives enables him to settle accounts with those historians who still believe in "objectivity," while the claim for the primacy of fiction also offers the prospect of liberation from the demands of history. 

The central position of Mabel, both in the play and in O'Neill's understanding of his life, may also suggest an interpretation that would make O'Neill's objection to her exclusion from Lombard's official account almost a prophetic warning. When the Field Day Anthology of Irish Writing came our in 1991, the relegation of women to the margins of Irish literary history caused great outrage and led to the commissioning by Deane of a further volume to be devoted to women's writings, eventually published as two volumes in 2002. Friel took his distance from the company around 1990 and has no association with the ongoing, somewhat sporadic Field Day publications supervised by Seamus Deane. Taken together, Friel's three original Field Day plays can be seen to offer thought-provoking explorations of Irish cultural identity, a journey in three stages, starting in the nineteenth century, moving forward to the twentieth, and taking us back to 1603, charting the fortunes of an elusive, fractured identity in need of new, imaginatively sympathetic and critically challenging articulations. 
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“Friel Translating”  by Declan Kiberd

From Inventing Ireland: The Literature of the Modern Nation

Translations is the best known of Brian Friel's plays. Set in the Donegal hedge-school of Baile Beag in August 1833, it describes the attempt by the British soldiers of the Royal Engineers and their Irish collaborators to transliterate the local Gaelic placenames and Anglicize them, in the process of mapping the area for the Ordnance Survey. It is a time of transition in every sense, for it becomes clear that the local hedge school will soon be replaced by a state-sponsored National School providing free education in English for all. 

This was but one of a number of modernizing experiments conducted in the colonial laboratory that was Ireland in the mid-nineteenth century before being applied in England. Another was the introduction of a streamlined postal service years before such a thing was enjoyed in England. The postal system was welcome since it vastly improved communications: the National Schools have had a more ambiguous reputation since they were often cited by nationalist historians as having played a major part in the decline of the Irish language. So rapid was the transition from Irish to English in some rural areas that William Carleton, the novelist and short story writer, reported attending a wedding where the bride spoke no English and the groom no Irish, with the result that "the very language of love cried out for an interpreter". This passage may lie behind the central scene of Friel's play, in which the English officer Yolland and the peasant Maire Chatach enact an identical ritual. The Irish language was fatally associated in the popular mind with poverty, backwardness and defeat. 

When Translations was first staged in Derry in 1980, to launch the Field Day Company, Irish theatre critics had no doubt that, like Heaney before him, Friel was another canny northerner who chose a remote historical event to throw an oblique light on the present. The pressure on Maire Chatach to learn English as a prelude to emigration seemed a scenario out of the 1950s as much as the 1830s; and the cultural debates in the play seemed to echo resoundingly of the clash between tradition and modernity, between the pastoral Ireland of de Valera and the technological island envisioned by Sean Lemass. The anti-industrial bias of some pastoralists is epitomized in Friel's play by the hedge-schoolmaster Hugh who remarks derisively that few of the townsfolk speak English, and then only for commercial purposes to which the language seems particularly suited. This is certainly a feasible interpretation, given that Friel's own career as an artist has spanned the decades since the First Programme for Economic Expansion in 1958 paved the way for investment by multinationals. Like many northern nationalists Friel has looked at this modernization with very mixed feelings, since the emergent southern cities seemed to be abandoning the commitment to nationalist nostra. Some southern critics have gone so far as to accuse Friel of misrepresenting an economic crisis of the 1960s as a merely cultural and linguistic problem of the 1830s. They allege that this is symptomatic of a general retreat by modern Irish writers from the political complexities of modernity into a more private domain of language.

By the time the play was written, P.J. Dowling had proved in The Hedge-Schools of Ireland that English rather than Irish was the main subject of study, as well as the major language of instruction in classes which were hardly the bulwark of Gaelic or indeed Greek civilization portrayed by pious nationalist historians. The school evoked in Translations was not typical, but there were establishments of its kind in existence. What proved controversial, however, was Friel's stylized dramatization of adults as pupils in the school. Some literalists, missing the author's irony, complained that the device recalled the imperial theories of the 'childlike' Celts. Nevertheless, Friel can be defended on the very grounds on which he was attacked. For one thing, his play ends when the hedge-schoolmaster Hugh promises to reach Maire Chatach the English which she needs -as if to demonstrate by dramatic means how the situation described by Dowling came about. Moreover, in locating the debate at the level of language, Friel was not shirking the realities of politics so much as demonstrating the truth of Foucault's thesis that "discourse is the power which is to be seized". The struggle for the power to name oneself and one's state is enacted fundamentally within words, most especially in colonial situations. 

So a concern with language, far from indicating a retreat, may be an .investigation into the depths of the political unconscious. After all, one of the first policies formulated by the Norman occupiers was to erase Gaelic culture. It was, however, only in the mid-nineteenth century that the native language declined, not as an outcome of British policy so much as because an entire generation of the Irish themselves decided no longer to speak it. O'Connell said that the superior utility of English was such that even a native speaker like himself could witness without a sigh the gradual disuse of Irish, a remark cited by Maire Chatach in Translations. To put the matter starkly, Irish declined only when the Irish people allowed it to decline. Brit-bashing mythology which cites the tally-stick, National Schools and Famine as the real causes was designed by politicians to occlude this painful truth, lest it cast a probing light on the contemporary situation, which is that Irish is still dying, still recoverable, but popular will to complete that recovery seems lacking.' 

The government survey of 1975 reported that, despite a widespread love of Irish, few persons believed that it would survive as a community language into the next century." The statistics were a focus of intense debate in the years that followed, the years in which Translations gestated. Fat from being an evasion of current debates, the play is an uncompromising reminder that it is Irish, and not English people, who have the power to decide which language is spoken in Ireland. The very fact that audiences are to imagine the play being enacted in Irish is not just a clever double-take, but a conceit which is savagely satiric of those modern audiences which lack proficiency in their own language. If they laugh at the Englishman's halting attempts to express himself to the villagers, they are also in effect laughing at themselves. 

Friel, therefore, is no nostalgic revivalist, no exponent of the dreamy backward look. During the controversy which followed Translations he said: "the only merit in looking back is to understand how you are and where you are at this moment". He believes that culture can be causative, can have political consequences: so, when he discusses language, he sees it as a specific basis for all the politics which may ensue. Northern Irish writers are more conscious than southern counterparts of this fact, because they grew up in a state where the speaking of Irish was a political act, and where a person who gave a Gaelic version of a name to a policeman might expect a cuff on the ear or worse. The language did not enjoy the levels of support in schools or government which it had in the south. Writers, accordingly, were aware of a cultural deprivation from birth and sought to repair it as best they could. 

For them a few token phrases -the culpa focal -were not a perfunctory performance but a glamorous conspiratorial act. Hence the trouble taken by Heaney to provide a version of Buile Shuibhne. Like Friel, Heaney finds a poetry in the Gaelic echoes that survive in placenames like Anahorish (Anoch Fíor Ulisce), their musicality being connected with their poetic refusal to disclose at once all recoverable meanings. He can therefore describe himself as a tourist in Jutland as if her were recounting a motor drive through the Donegal Gaeltacht: 

Something of his sad freedom 

As he rode the tumbril 

Should come to me, driving, 

Saying the names.

Tollund, Grabaulle, Nebdgard, 

Watching the pointing hands 

Of country people, 

Not knowing their tongue. 

Friel's love-scene between Yolland and Maire Chatach is based on the same kind of incantatory ecstasy, as if the two lovers can be invested with a special radiance simply by intoning favoured placenames to one another: 

Bunna hAbhann... Druim Dubh ... Lis na nGall ... Lis na nGrá ...

Carraig an Phoill ... Carraig na Ri ... Loch na nÉan ... 

To a northern writer with little Irish, however, the melody of local placenames can seem more a rebuke than a ratification. In "A Lost Tradition", a key poem in The Rough Field, John Montague treats of his ancestral homeland in County Tyrone. The map of his native townland  is studded with placenames derived from an Irish which has been dead in that area for generations. In an ancient Gaelic manuscript, which no contemporary reader can understand, Montague finds an Image of his own geography of disinheritance: 

All around, shards of a lost tradition, ... 

The whole landscape a manuscript 

We had lost the skill to read, 

A part of our past disinherited: 

But fumbled. like a blind man, 

Along the finger-tips of instinct

Those lines, published in the mid-I970s, may have been another source for Friel: 

OWEN: Do you know where me priest (now) lives? 

HUGH: Ar Lis na Mue, over near ... 

OWEN: No, he doesn't. Lis na Muc, me Fon of me Pigs, has become Swinefort. (NOW TURNING THE PAGES OF THE NAME-BOOK. A PAGE PER NAME.) And to get to Swinefort you pass through Greencastle and Fairhead and Strandhill and Gort and Whiteplains ... And me new school isn’t in Poll na gCaorach –it’s at Sheepsrock. Will you be able to find your way?

By the play's end, that geography of disinheritance will be complete when Maire Chatach, the person onstage who wants most of all to learn English, will stumble back into the hedge-school with the words: 

I'm back again. I set out for somewhere. But I couldn't remember where. So I came back here.

With cruel irony the master's response to her alienation is not to cure it but to complete it, by teaching her the English which will make her feel at home in the face of these strange roadsigns. 

All of these echoes from Heaney and Montague as well as from Joyce and Carleton indicate Friel as exponent of a knowing inter-textuality, and as someone who wishes to inscribe his texts into the contours of a developing national debate. Though Translations gathers many threads of that debate together, it also gives rise to many others. Quite late in the play, the hedge-schoolmaster Hugh has decided that every culture must be renewed and that he will learn the new names so as to know his new home. At just that point his son, Owen, who has done most to collaborate with the map-makers, suddenly shouts in a burst of ancestral piety: "I know where I live". His father's response is: "Take care, Owen, to remember everything is a form of madness". Four years after the play's performance, in the poem called Station Island which he dedicated to Brian Friel, Seamus Heaney causes Carleton to say: "remember everything and keep your head", i.e. it may be possible to avoid madness and yet recall all. This debate between the members of Field Day often proved far more challenging and even abrasive than the critiques of the movement mounted from without. 

That it is the backward-looking hedge-schoolmaster who finally opts for English, modernity and the world of facts suggests how little [MISSING TEXT] an play about the brutal actualities of cultural power. Some of its peasants may be cunning, others dreamers, but the pragmatists outnumber the dreamers when the chips are down. The sentimental English officer Yolland confesses a sense of guilt for his part in the Ordnance Survey: "it's an eviction of sores". His Donegal collaborator Owen tersely translates that misty-eyed nostalgia into real words: "We're making a six-inch map of the country Is there something sinister in that?"'5 

Owen is reminiscent of Shaw's Larry Doyle, a pragmatic fact-facing Irishman who works best which a rather emotional English Celticist, but one who has enough of the rebel in him to sense that, if the Irish are to fight successfully, they had better master the language of their colonizers. By far the most complex character onstage, Owen sees the positive potential in the mapping: for example, placenames lost by natural attrition within the Gaelic culture might be restored. Owen in this play is only seen as abject when he wilfully mistranslates a sentence or a name, or when he wilfully endures such a mistranslation (for instance, submitting to the name Roland). However, a true translation, true to the genius of both traditions, appears to Friel as the least of all evils in the negotiation between tradition and modernity. The problem is that a translator is often a traducer, especially when working out of a minor and into a major imperial language. 

Thus Owen becomes Roland and Bun na hAbhann, equally inexplicably, Burnfoot, as an English grid is remorselessly imposed on all Irish complexities. This is a noted feature of imperialism: its desire not so much to translate Irish values into English words as to translate English values into Irish terms. 16 In this fashion they are imposed, much as the citizens of California have, by the assiduous use of watersprinklers, converted the brown grass of the southern parts of that state into a facsimile of the English lawn: a reminder that imperialism can be ecological as well as linguistic. John Dryden's hopeful aphorism - that landmarks are more sacred than words and never to be removed -is well and truly rebutted in Friel's play; at the end even the physical appearance of the landscape is to be changed by a scorched-earth policy. 

The iterative image of such imperial designs in this play is Lieutenant Yolland's attempt to draw a map of his native Norfolk for his Irish lover on the wet sands of Baile Beag. The hopeless stupidity of the attempt to impose a foreign grid on Irish reality is manifest in the fact that Yolland's model is etched in shifting sands. His attempt to draw however romantic in this particular context, is the usual occupier's response to what he perceives as uncharted wilderness. And the attempt to write all the new names into a book represents the colonizer’s benign assumption that to name a thing is to assert one's power over it and that the written tradition of the occupier will henceforth enjoy primacy over the oral memory of the natives. A map, in short, will have much the same relation to a landscape as the written word has to speech. Each is a form of translation. 

Such a translation has always been an aspect of imperialism, for as Edward Said has written: 

...cultures have always been inclined to impose concrete transformations on other cultures, receiving these other cultures not as they are but as, for the benefit of the receiver, they ought to be. To the Westerner, however, the Oriental was always like some aspect of the West ... for the Orientalist makes it his work to be always converting the Orient from something into something else ... 

For "Orientalist" read "Celticist". Said adds, in what might be a bleak reference to the name book, that "it seems a common human failing to prefer the authority of a text to the disorientations of direct encounters with the human ..." The next stage, he says, occurs when all that IS In the books is preposterously put into practice, reducing the complexities of a culture to a kind of flatness, in much the same way that Captain Lancey decides to level Baile Beag. No Orientalist text, Said adds, was complete without a ritual infatuation on the part of the narrator with some mysterious woman of the native tribe, much along the lines of Yolland's assignations with Maire Chatach, an infatuation often experienced by the wayward son who is sent to an outpost because he can find no suitable job or partner at home. The woman, like the colony, is a mystery to be penetrated; and the real issue in all this, says Said, is 

whether there can indeed be a true representation, or whether any and all representations, because they are representations, are embedded first in the language and then in the culture, institutions and political ambience of the representer. 1

Of nothing are these observations more true than of an insurgent nationalism, which is perpetually doomed to define itself in the loaded feel as nobly born -had to claim an aristocratic lineage. One of the peculiarities of the aristocratic English was their growing interest in Ireland, or indeed any colony, where things seemed to have petrified and time to have stood still, even as the home country slowly industrialized. The anti-modern, anti-democratic component of Irish revivalism greatly appealed to, because it was a creation of, the English upper-class mind. Echoes of this aristocratic fetishism may be heard in the revivalist association of England with levelling vulgarity ... and in Yolland's comment that the English-language version makes the classical Latin of the hedge-school sound only plebeian. 

Yolland is in open revolt against this modernization, and against the father who equates the new imperial mission with such modernization. That father was born in 1789, on the very day that the Bastille fell: so he inherited a new world of restless experiment, innovative rationalization, the bustle of an order which placed more emphasis on money than on land, on profit rather than on leisured elegance. Yolland, however, on setting foot in Ireland feels that he has recovered the ease of the ancien regime, "a consciousness that wasn't striving nor agitated, but at its ease and with its own conviction and assurance". The account, late in the play, of how Hugh and his friend walked towards the French-inspired rebellion of 1798 only to turn back suggests not so much a fear of the English enemy as a timidity in the face of revolutionary French modernity, a collective decision by the Irish to keep the modern world at bay. Now modernity has caught up with them in the shape of the survey, implemented by a Yolland who scarcely believes in it and by a collaborator who has strong reservations. 

The hedge-schoolmaster Hugh seeks to resolve the consequent dilemmas. Having lost his nerve back in 1798, he found that he had opted instead for a world of regressive nostalgias -the kind of foolish dreams epitomized at the end by his star pupil Jimmy Jack as he mumbles through an alcoholic haze about his recent engagement to the goddess Athene. Hugh has learned enough by now to know that a culture which refuses to make some adjustments will eventually find itself mummified. Hence his willingness to take over the post in the new national school - though there is something negative in this gesture, since it will deny the aspirations of his loyal son to a steady job and to marriage with Maire Chatach. 

Apart from failing to grow and adapt, the other way in which a culture dies is when it is suffocated and overlain with that of a foreign 

... words are signals, counters, They are not immortal, And it can happen - to use an image you'll understand - it can happen that a civilization can be imprisoned in a linguistic contour which no longer matches the landscape of  ... fact.

Facts were, of course, the tyranny with which the Celt was held unable to cope: but the fact that these most famous lines in the play - culled from George Steiner's After Babel:  Aspects of Language in Translation - are so ambivalent nicely illustrates Friel's underlying theme: that once Anglicization is achieved the Irish and English, instead of speaking a truly identical tongue, will be divided most treacherously by a common language. This division is literally enacted onstage whenever Owen has to translate Captain Lancey's circumlocutions into homely words, 

So, in the final moments it is, most surprisingly, Hugh who voices the pragmatist's willingness to embrace English and the new order, even as Owen indicates that he may join the rebels for one last stand. Holding the name book in his hand, Hugh says 

We must learn where we live. We must learn to make them our own. We must make them our new home.

A shrewd reading of the play would reveal that this realistic tone had been implicit in Hugh's utterances all along, In that earlier scene, wherein he had offered Just the kind of Arnoldian explanations of Irish eloquence that Yolland wanted to hear, he had not in fact been speaking literally so much as parodying himself (the stage direction is explicit on this), In saying "we like to think we endure around truths immemorially posited", he was being sarcastic less about Irish self-images than about English self-deception, Nowhere is that thrust more deadly than in his mimicry of the liberal imperialist notion that culture thrives in direct proportion to poverty and sacred simplicity, that those who lose the material wars are consoled by having all the best songs: 

You'll find, sir, that certain cultures expend on their vocabularies and syntax acquisitive energies and ostentations entirely lacking in their material lives, I suppose you could call us a spiritual people.

This isn't just savage anti-pastoralism of the kind practised by Myles na gCopaleen in An Beal Bocht, it is also a critique of that Irish revivalism "vesperal salutations" for "good evening" - are in the familiar mode of long-winded but diplomaless hedge-schoolteachers, The fabled jaw-breakers of Hiberno-English are roared less in native Irish exuberance than in a tragic defensiveness in the face of a more powerful language, 

Seen in that light, Friel's play is a brilliant reconciliation within a single work of two apparently disparate Irish dramatic traditions: the Abbey revivalist and the Shavian socialist. The desire of all early Abbey playwrights was, Lady Gregory said, a theatre with a base of realism and an apex of beauty. That combination eventually came under baleful scrutiny from radical critics who saw in it evidence of the Abbey's neo-colonial position, Lady Gregory's view of poetry as a compensation for poverty being taken as a tell-tale instance. To the radical mind it would never be enough simply to juxtapose the mythical and mundane, unless each was also made to form part of a critique of the other. This is what happens in Friel's play: the pragmatic warnings of Shaw against dreaming as a function of repression are placed alongside the lethal fantasies of Jimmy Jack and those English Yollands who would sentimentalize them. If Friel has in the play been massively influenced by the creative art of Heaney and Montague, as well as by Shaw and Synge, he is perhaps most indebted to the ideas of critics such as George Steiner and Seamus Deane, and particularly to the suspicion which dominates the writings of the younger Deane25 of all attempts to present high eloquence and rich culture as an adequate consolation for suffering and loss.
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wHJ HE LANGUAGE QUESTION, as it applies to the Irish,
concerns the movement away from English and back to
Gaelic. Ever since colonial times, the English have systemat-
ically tried to dismantle Irish identity by attacking Irish cul-
ture. In fact, the term “Irish culture” would have been con-
sidered an oxymoron by British colonials. The stereotype of
the proper Victorian Englishman stood in sharp contrast to
the stereotype of the vulgar Paddy. Declan Kiberd notes, “the
English have always presented themselves to the world as a
cold, refined and urbane race, so it suited them to see the
Irish as hot-headed, rude and garrulous” (83); and Terry Eag-
leton wryly comments that Matthew Armold’s Culture and
Anarchy “might well have been rewritten as Britain and Ire-
land” (33).

In their postcolonial responses to these stereotypes, many
Irish nationalists now seek a return to their roots, be they
mythic or linguistic, thereby reasserting the past that their
predecessors were taught to be ashamed of. The desire of
some to reclaim their native language of Gaelic, as opposed
to the English imposed upon them by their colonial oppres-
sors, has created what has become known as the language
question. These nationalists seek a return to precolonial
times, celebrating their culture as it once was, before the
arrival of imperialism.

Such a reclamation of the past serves as a postcolonial im-
perative. Edward Said argues, “for the native, the history of
his or her servitude is inaugurated by the loss to an outsider

(264)
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of the local place, whose concrete geographical identity must
thereafter be searched for and somehow restored” (77). And
Seamus Deane observes that this loss to an outsider often
takes linguistic forms: “A colonized people is without a spe-
cific history and even, as in Ireland and other places, without
a specific language” (10). By reacting against an imposed lan-
guage, Irish nationalists endeavor to restore their own iden-
tity and return symbolically to precolonial status, before their
homeland was appropriated and translated.

Brian Friel considers the actual time of colonialism and the
linguistic usurpation by the English in his play Translations,
where he dramatizes the English actually putting their stamp
on Irish soil: a group of English soldiers are charged with
traversing the countryside and renaming all the landmarks,
either by directly translating the Gaelic names into English
or by finding English phonetic equivalents. It would have
been easy for Friel to portray the soldiers as unsympathetic
invaders and the peasants as gullible victims, but Friel’s vision
is much more complex, forcing his audience to reevaluate his
characters while continually reconsidering the language
question.

Set in 1833, Translations takes place at a hedge school in
an Irish-speaking town named Baile Beag, which means
“Small Town” (it later will be renamed “Ballybeg,” which
means nothing). F. C. McGrath comments on the genesis of
Translations: “Friel's preoccupation with language fused with
serendipitous discoveries about the ordnance survey and
about an ancestor who was a hedge-school master” (“Lan-
guage,” 541).

As the play opens, Manus, the elder son of the schoolmas-
ter, tutors a special student: Sarah is reluctant to speak, and
Manus diligently works with her, trying, significantly, to get
her to say her name. McGrath considers Sarah to be autistic;
additionally, he quotes Seamus Heaney, who sees her more
allegorically: “It is as if some symbolic figure of Ireland from
an eighteenth-century vision poem, the one who confidently
called herself Cathleen ni Houlihan, has been struck dumb
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you. I divorce you” exhibits the nature of performative lan-
guage. The mere expression of these ideas makes them a re-
ality. The giddy Owen experiences this power as he helps to
rename his homeland, but he seems unaware of its implica-
tions.

On the other hand, his father, Hugh, is a man of languages.
Far from a vulgar rustic, he is quite erudite, drilling his stu-
dents on the Classics in their original Greek and Latin.
Throughout the play, High presents Steiner’s, and probably
Friel’s, linguistic philosophy. McGrath observes, “for Hugh,
as for post-structuralist thought, language is governed by con-
ventions that are often arbitrary and subject to change and
even atrophy” (“Irish Babel,” 43). As Hugh himself says,
“Words are signals, counters. They are not immortal. And it
can happen . . . that civilisation can be imprisoned in a lin-
guistic contour which no longer matches the landscape
of . . . fact” (Friel, 43). He knows, possibly because of his
familiarity with classical languages and ancient cultures, that
a people tied too closely to their language will suffer should
that language shift, as languages often do. By implication, the
Irish may become imprisoned by their insistence on retaining
Gaelic, an ancient language possibly ill-suited for a modern
world.

Maintaining a fixation on the past would render one as
ridiculously anachronistic as Friel’s Jimmy Jack, the aging “in-
fant prodigy” who is more at home amid the words of Homer
and Ovid than with his own culture, apparently convincing
himself that he is going to marry “flashing-eyed Athene.” Be-
cause of his infatuation with the past, mainly through its lan-
guage, Jimmy Jack is ill-equipped to face the challenges of
his own time. Even his appellation, “the infant prodigy,”
seems comically grotesque when applied to a man in his six-
ties, conjuring images of a glorious past but a past nonethe-
less—fated, forgotten, and irrelevant. He is locked in the type
of linguistic prison about which Hugh warns above: “I am a
barbarian in this place because I am not understood by any-
one,” he translates from Ovid (Friel, 64). The danger, Hugh
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by the shock of modernity” (qtd. in “Irish Babel,” 42). Lan-
guage becomes a metaphor for identity, Sarah struggling with
her own name as those around her struggle with their concept
of themselves. Robert B. Smith offers, “The Hebrew Sarah
was the mother of nations. Friel’s Sarah stands for a people’s
loss of tongue and name” (399). Her position symbolizes vic-
tims of imperialism who lose their language and, conse-
quently, their identity.

While their land is being translated into a language they
don’t understand, Friel's characters make do as well as they
can. Doalty, a boy who attends the hedge school, does his
best to frustrate the English surveyors: “every time they'd
stick one of these poles into the ground and move across the
bog, I'd creep up and shift it twenty or thirty paces to the
side” (Friel, 17). This benign act of resistance surely frus-
trates the soldiers, but even Doalty realizes it’s a gesture, “just
to indicate . . . a presence” (18). More realistically, Maire,
another student, asks to be taught English, realizing that her
future depends on it. Far from passively accepting the lan-
guage of her oppressors, Maire actively acquires English for
her own benefit.

One character who doesn’t seem troubled by the presence
of the English is Owen, the schoolmaster’s other son who has
recently returned to Baile Beag. Owen is employed by the
soldiers to help them with their mission, translating the local
place-names for their map; but Owen clearly is aware of the
more sinister ramifications of this mission, as indicated by his
concealing them when he serves as translator for Captain
Lancey, the leader of the mission. While Lancey explains the
presence of the soldiers to the people at the school, Owen
does more than simply translate for him; more important, he
takes the edge off the Captain’s words:

Lancey: This enormous task has been embarked on so that the mil-

itary authorities will be equipped with up-to-date and ac-

curate information on every corner of this part of the
Empire.
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that the soldiers mispronounce his own name, calling him
“Roland.” He laughs it off: “Owen—Roland—what the hell.
It’s only a name. It’s the same me, isn’t it?” (33). He either
does not see or cannot admit the link between a name and
an identity, and he allows the English to translate him as he
aids them in translating everything else.

Owen’s translations are misleading—intentionally so, no
doubt. They reveal the problems inherent in any translation.
“Uncertainty in meaning is incipient poetry—who said that?”
Owen asks (Friel, 32). Actually, the author of these words is
George Steiner, from who Friel obtains many of his ideas on
language. In After Babel, Steiner poses several theories about
the nature of language, theories which are also proposed by
Hugh, the schoolmaster and father of Manus and Owen. For
instance, Steiner writes, “Often, cultures seem to expend on
their vocabularies and syntax acquisitive energies and osten-
tations entirely lacking in their material lives” (qtd. in Smith,
394). Hugh echoes these words in attempting to explain why
the poor peasants of Baile Beag, and Ireland by extension,
have such colorful speech: “A rich language. A rich literature.
You'll find, sir, that certain cultures expend on their vocab-
ularies and syntax acquisitive energies and ostentations en-
tirely lacking in their material lives” (Friel, 42). Robert S.
Smith compares these passages, concluding that Steiner, in
his description of these linguistically-rich but materially-poor
cultures, might be describing Baile Beag.

Additionally, Friel bases his concept of the power of nam-
ing on the writings of Steiner, who saw naming as “analogous
to God’s own diction, in which the mere naming of a thing
was the necessary and sufficient cause of its leap into reality”
(gtd. in Smith, 397). Owen is fully aware of the power given
to him by the English, who simply assume that they have this
power themselves. He gloats, “We name a thing and—
bang—it leaps into existence!” (Friel, 45). In the speech
genre known as “performative language,” words have the
power to create a state of being. For example, an employee
saying “I quit” or a Moslem saying “I divorce you. I divorce
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feels, is that all the Irish will become aging prodigies if they
retain Gaelic as Jimmy Jack retains Greek and Latin. If the
language becomes obsolete, those who speak it will also. “We
must learn those new names,” says Hugh. “We must learn
where we live. We must learn to make them our own. We
must make them our new home” (Friel, 66).

Hugh rejects the earlier assumptions by Manus that names
are intrinsically linked to identity. He acknowledges that, in
reality, names are arbitrary constructs at best and in no way
linked to identity or nationality or anything else, so we
shouldn’t grow too fond of them. This deconstructive elu-
siveness of language directly refutes the Saussurean concept
of signification, in which a signifier (a name) and a signified
(a thing being named) join to produce a sign. For instance,
Owen tells a story of how a certain crossroads became known
as Tobair Vree, a corruption of the Gaelic pronunciation of
“Tobair Bhriain™:

An old man called Brian, whose face was disfigured by an enormous

growth, got it into his head that the water in that well was blessed; and

every day for seven months he went there and bathed his face in

it. . . . One morning Brian was found drowned in that well. And ever
since that crossroads is known as Tobair Vree [Brian’s Well].” (44)

So the signifier “Tobair Vree” becomes associated with the
signified crossroads. This association is almost wholly arbi-
trary, however, merely a product of social custom. The trans-
lators are faced with a dilemma: whether or not to retain the
designation of a crossroads named after a long-dried well,
which in turn is named after a long-forgotten eccentric,
whose name is mispronounced beyond recognation even if
anybody did remember the story to begin with. If “Tobair
Vree” means nothing in English, one must wonder whether
it means anything in Gaelic either . . . at least to the citizens
of Baile Beag, who have long since stopped making this link
of association.

We cannot fully discount the role of names in the concept
of identity, though. Immediately after arguing against retain-
ing this archaic place-name, Owen finally explodes when he
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is referred to, once again, as “Roland.” Earlier, as we saw, he
expresses a total lack of concern about the matter, as if his
name were an arbitrary construct as well. Here, he defiantly
reestablishes his own identity: “For God’s sake! My name is
not Roland! . . . My name is Owen” (Friel, 44). This force-
ful assertion poses a real problem for the reader, as Friel
essentially deconstructs the deconstruction: initially, we
might have expected a dramatic diatribe against English im-
perialists who rob the Irish of the very names of the places
they hold dear; then Friel argues against this romantic point
of view, poststructurally claiming that those hallowed names
are arbitrary and never really meant anything to begin with;
then he shifts again and admits that, well, maybe some names
are important, after all.

This is not to suggest that Friel fails to solve the problem
at hand; on the contrary, he refuses to provide a simple so-
lution to a complex question. Said proposes that “liberation,
and not nationalist independence, is the new alternative, lib-
eration which by its very nature involves, in Fanon’s words,
a transformation of social consciousness beyond national con-
sciousness” (83). Friel, I believe, would agree, as this appears
to be the middle ground he stakes for himself in Translation.
His is a move toward personal liberation through lan-
guage . . . specifically, through the Irish appropriation of
English.

Nationalist essentialism, leading to the reestablishment of
Gaelic as a national language, is transcended by Friel in
Translations, whose greatest irony is that Friel's characters
speak the same language to the audience but not to each
other, as illustrated by this exchange between the English-
speaking Yolland and the Gaelic-speaking Doalty:

Yolland: Thank you for—I—I'm very grateful to you for—

Doalty: ~ Wasting your time. I don’t know a word you're saying.
(Friel, 39)

This is more than a clever stage convention; it proves that the
real problem is not language but communication: “Those who
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accuse Friel of propagandistically supporting the cause of po-
litical nationalism . . . fail to appreciate that his overriding
concern is to examine the contemporary crisis of language as
a medium of communication and representation” (Kearney,
510).

The character cited above, Yolland, is an English lieutenant
who quickly falls in love with Ireland. It is he who insists on
retaining the quaint name “Tobair Vree,” as well as the ro-
mantic legend behind it, despite the objections of Owen; also,
it is he at whom Owen explodes when Owen reasserts his
name. Despite his strongest wishes, Yolland knows he could
never become a part of the Irish culture, even if he learns
the Irish language: “Even if I did speak Irish I'd always be
an outsider here, wouldn’t I? I may learn the password but
the language of the tribe will always elude me, won’t it?”
(Friel, 40). He knows that merely learning a list of signifiers
does not admit one into a closed society filled with nuances
and unspoken meanings. As Tom Paulin observes, “every
family has its hoard of relished words which express its mem-
bers” sense of kinship. These words act as a kind of secret
sign and serve to exclude the outside world” (16). The Irish
may be considered a very extended family to which Yolland
will never fully belong, with or without a knowledge of their
language.

Culture is not dependent on language; rather, language
depends on culture. The Aleuts, for example, have many
words to describe snow and ice, for their culture demands
more precision when discussing such things. If the Aleuts
were compelled to accept English, they would by necessity
retain these words because no English equivalents exist. They
would speak their own brand of Aleut English, modified to
meet their special needs.

Similarly, Paulin’s solution to the language question, and
possibly Friel’s as well, is for the Irish to accept English as
their own language—not something foisted upon them by
imperialist forces, but something they themselves control to
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their own advantage. They can make English Irish by creating
their own Irish English:
A confident concept of Irish English would substantially increase the
vocabulary and this would invigorate the written language. A language

that lives lithely on the tongue ought to be capable of becoming the
flexible written instrument of a complete cultural idea. (Paulin, 15)

This Irish English would be as distinct from “the Queen’s
English” as is American English (or Aleut English, for that
matter), for the Irish would still preserve idiosyncratic turns
of phrase, unique metaphors, and a healthy sprinkling of
Gaelic terms. In other words, the Irish may speak English
and still be Irish.

This is precisely what Friel does. He makes these English
words his own. Eric Binnie reports, “Friel was concerned that
the play should not be received as a simple lament for what
is past” (369). Far from that, Friel transcends the sic transit
gloria mode and avoids a nostalgic return to better days; in-
stead, he looks squarely into the future and offers a thoughtful
solution to a complicated question—the language question.
Friel answers those who seek a return to Gaelic by taking us
to a time before the land was made English. He questions
the validity of constructed, arbitrary signs, while at the same
time asserting that some of these signs, like Owen’s name,
have attained an importance of their own; he shows us that
people who live in the past, like Jimmy Jack, are condemned
to die there; ultimately, he destroys the very line between the
languages by having his characters speak Gaelic and English
simultaneously—Gaelic to each other, English to us.

The language question affects not only the Irish but all
victims of colonialism. African writers also consider this di-
lemma between writing in English (the enforced language of
their oppressors), or writing in native languages (the reposi-
tories of their culture). The problem with English seems to
be not with the language itself but with the connotations at-
tached to it: imperialist missionaries and educators punishing
students for speaking their native languages. Accepting Eng-
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lish suggests an acceptance of foreign domination and an
abandonment of tradition. In the words of Ngugi wa
Thiong’o:
Language as culture is the collective memory bank of a people’s ex-
perience in history. Culture is almost indistinguishable from the lan-

guage that makes possible its genesis, growth, banking, articulation and
indeed its transmission from one generation to the next. (441)

Chinua Achebe disagrees, taking a stand closer to Friel's.
Achebe believes African literature should be written in Eng-
lish, a neutral national language imposed on all and privileg-
ing no one, as opposed to ethnic languages confined to one
area or group. Additionally, English allows a writer to speak
to more people: “There is certainly a great advantage to writ-
ing in a world language” (Achebe, 431). Ultimately, even if
Ngugi chooses to write in Gikuyu, as he has, Americans will
still read him in English, just as we do Tolstoy, Flaubert, or
Garcia Marquez. Translation has made every language a
world language and the language question virtually moot.

Writers who choose to work in English are not bowing
before their oppressors. In reality, they are using the primary
tool of oppression as a means of their own liberation. The
English, through their own colonialism, have actually relin-
quished control of their language. Past victims of colonialism,
who had English imposed upon them, are now free to do
with it what they will. By speaking and writing their own
brand of English, the Irish will maintain their individuality
while remaining in the modern world. In the words of Irish
poet Eavan Boland:

a new language

is a kind of scar

and heals after a while

into a passable imitation
of what went before.
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