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CHAPTER |

INTRODUCTION

Hollywood is fond of making films about itself. Argo, the winner of the Best
Picture Oscar at the 85th Academy Awards in 2013, provides an excellent example. In
this fictionalized story of actual events, the film industry contributes to the rescue of
Americans during the Iranian hostage crisis. Hollywood screenwriters also seem to enjoy
offering the unlikely screenwriter as a character in brave roles, embarking on unexpected
adventures, such as the 2002 film, Adaptation. Martin McDonagh’s 2012 film, Seven
Psychopaths does the same. In Seven Psychopaths, for which McDonagh served as
screenwriter, the comically exaggerated action and deeply dark humor may overshadow
the presence of something odd in this self-referential Hollywood film: a characteristic
McDonagh Irish stereotype. As usual, McDonagh clearly wants audiences to notice that
Marty, who is unabashedly a fictionalized version of McDonagh himself, is in some ways
an Irish caricature. The dialogue itself addresses the issue. Facing the loss of his
girlfriend after a night of overconsumption, Marty claims, “I don’t have a drinking
problem. I just like drinking.” Marty’s friend Billy replies, “Of course you do, Marty.
One, you’re a writer. Two, you’re from Ireland. It’s part of your heritage . . . Spanish’ve
got bullfighting. The French got cheese. And the Irish have got alcoholism.” As we will

see in this thesis, McDonagh’s characters, often Irish stereotypes, not only regularly



overconsume alcohol, but also frequently reveal obsessions with the consumption of
food.

The Beauty Queen of Leenane and The Cripple of Inishmaan are the two best
examples of McDonagh plays that present characters pre-occupied with food. However,
these plays strike a sharp contrast among many of his other works. McDonagh also has a
penchant for depicting violence. Indeed, Fintan O’Toole calls him “savage” (“A Mind in
Connemara”). While Beauty Queen and Cripple are certainly not free of violence, they
complicate the all too frequent and shortsighted McDonagh and Quentin Tarantino
comparison made by many reviewers. However, in these two plays, McDonagh’s
ironically humorous violence is employed in a much different way than in his other
works. Perhaps the biggest differences are revealed by examining the basic elements of
the plays’ mise-en-scéne. Beauty Queen takes place exclusively in a “living
room/kitchen” (3), and almost half the items on the “Property List” in Cripple are food
items (72). These choices of setting and props place food at the center of the plays, and
this food becomes a means of violence. The idea of food being used as violence may
seem a bit strange at first. However, a little more thought reminds us that food is
necessary to sustain the body, and thus it easily can become an instrument of power and
control, particularly when supplies of food are limited: “The body is also directly
involved in a political field; power relations have an immediate hold upon it; they invest
it, mark it, train it, torture it, force it to carry out tasks, to perform ceremonies, to emit
signs” (Foucault, Discipline and Punish 549). Consequently, in McDonagh’s Beauty

Queen and Cripple, characters associate power with food.



While Foucault’s assertion makes the connection between food and power appear
obvious, most would agree “power” is not the first word that comes to mind when one
thinks about food. One might wonder what influenced McDonagh’s exploration of this
association. O’Toole’s 2006 interview with McDonagh provides some insight. Early in
the rise of Beauty Queen’s popularity, the play’s producer “and the actors in the cast took
him out to dinner. It was McDonagh’s first meal in a fancy restaurant. One of the actors
ordered tzatziki, and McDonagh, who had never tasted it, was deeply impressed and, for
the first time, aware of his lack of social experience” (“A Mind in Connemara”). While
O’Toole uses this as an example of McDonagh’s generalized lack of experience, his “first
meal in a fancy restaurant” is testament to his socioeconomic deprivation. What
impresses McDonagh is, in fact, the food of the rich and powerful. In a 2012 Guardian
interview with Alex Godfrey, McDonagh comments, “If you're a working-class kid and
you end up working in British theatre, especially with an Irish background, you feel like
you're not welcome.” McDonagh felt like an outsider economically as well as ethnically.
This might lead one to believe that McDonagh’s exploration of food as a means to
agency is explicable as a neurosis, which might be the best answer if McDonagh were the
only Irish author to incorporate this theme into his works. Yet, such is not the case. In
fact, McDonagh is the recipient of a legacy of literary and cultural memory infused with a
connection between food and power that some rightly associate with the Great Famine.

Any attempt to understand what has influenced Irish literature after 1845 to
conflate hunger and agency obviously must include a consideration of the Famine. The
postponement of a reasoned examination of this event until the 1990s is, in fact, what

placed it and kept it as a prominent idea in the minds of Irish writers. This is because, as



Famine historian Stuart McLean notes, the previously ill-attended horror and complexity
of the Famine result in its continuous reappearance as trauma and symbol in Irish culture.
Certainly, “for many years Irish people had only the haziest notion of what happened
during the Famine,” according to Irish historian Tim Pat Coogan’s 2012 book The
Famine Plot (4). An event as significant as the Famine, especially because of its
historical suppression, has the ability to be transmitted “from one generation to another”
(McLean 156-57). More to the point, literature can play out in a “scene of haunted
memory” as a result of “the legacy of a traumatic history” (Caruth 420-21). Coogan
argues, as have many others, that the 1841 census, which estimated over 8 million people
living in Ireland, is flawed. Still, it is the only measure historians have, and “it is
generally accepted that during the Famine period Ireland’s population fell to some six
and a half million.” However, as Coogan asserts, even if these figures are accurate, they
still “mask the shock the famine caused Ireland.” Coogan notes that the percentage of
famine deaths in Ireland’s population was higher than in contemporary Third World
famine tragedies, using the example of Darfur, “which claimed approximately one
hundred thousand lives” but “did so out of a population of 27 million” (10). If one agrees
with Coogan in this case, the impact of the Famine cannot effectively be measured
merely by citing the generally accepted death toll of about a million (with another million
and a half fleeing Ireland), but, instead, by examining the stunning percentage of
population loss. This is especially true of Connaught, where Beauty Queen and Leenane
are set. There, Coogan reports a shocking excess mortality rate of 40.4% during the
Famine (2). From a broader perspective, Ireland lost “25 per cent” of its population

during “just six years” (Kinealy 22). In other words, the empty, green landscapes of



Ireland that now draw tourism from around the world also ironically serve as poetic
testimony to starvation and immense loss.

Whether one looks for blame in nature or colonialism, it is clear that the Irish
lacked agency during the Famine. While Coogan contends, as others have, that England’s
role in the Famine amounts to genocide (229-31), this thesis will not rely on that view.
However, there is no doubt that the ethnocentric attitudes of the British towards the Irish,
combined with the negligence of the English government that held colonial control
during the Famine, greatly contributed to the tragedy. Tony Blair’s 1997 apology to
Ireland for the Famine on its 150-year anniversary is generally acknowledged as the
beginning of Ireland’s true reckoning of the tragedy:

The famine was a defining event in the history of Ireland and Britain. It
has left deep scars. That one million people should have died in what was
then part of the richest and most powerful nation in the world is something
that still causes pain as we reflect on it today. Those who governed in
London at the time failed their people. (quoted in Marks)
The body, established by Foucault as a site of agency, was powerless in the face of a
widespread crop failure and the lack of government intervention. The scale of loss during
the Famine, the degree of its trauma, and colonial negligence all serve to cement the
relationship between food and a loss of power in Ireland’s cultural memory.

The Famine thus became emblematic of an existing topos. Indeed, the linking of
food with power begins even before Ireland’s written history. Daniel Melia notes that the
legal remedy of troscud, spanning from “pre-Christian Irish law” to the “later middle

ages,” prescribes “publically fasting against the person of higher status” thereby



empowering “the person of lower status” to oblige “his adversary to match his fast, pay
the debt, or face ritual pollution of his household” (41). Another example comes from the
first-century Tain B6 Cuailnge, as recounted in a twelfth-century manuscript, which tells
the story of an attempt to gain power through the acquisition of livestock—in other
words, food. After the arrival of Christianity, the Irish fasted for spiritual power with a
severity matched only by the Desert Church fathers (Bynum 38). Beginning in the
seventh century and continuing through the late Middle Ages, Irish Catholics also wrote
hagiographies of St. Brigid, cleverly conflating her with the goddess Brig and providing
numerous accounts of food and Eucharist miracles, thus employing Brigid’s miraculous
power to assert Kildare’s dominance over other monastic settlements. However, this
recognition of food’s relationship to power was not restricted to Irish Catholics. In the
eighteenth century, Anglo-Irish Jonathan Swift picked up this cultural thread, satirically
proposing that crowded, starving Irish families might gain economic agency by selling
their babies as food. It is not a coincidence that many assume Swift wrote “A Modest
Proposal” in response to the Famine because Ireland’s history of associating food with
power is obviously long and complex enough to fuel this anachronism. Not surprisingly,
such a history, as well as a reluctance to address the Famine as noted by Coogan and
McClean, leads to the repetition of this theme in literature. Works from the Irish Canon
and beyond by authors such as William Butler Yeats, James Joyce, Samuel Beckett, and
Edna O’Brien form the literary cultural memory of food’s reciprocal relationship with
power that McDonagh has inherited.

This literary lineage reveals another intriguing dynamic: the use of gender to

highlight the connection between eating and agency. Because of women’s role as food



preparer and distributer in patriarchal culture, gender serves as a clarifying lens through
which to view this topos. Strong female characters pulse in Beauty Queen and Cripple.
However, this is not always the case in works by McDonagh. Returning to Seven
Psychopaths provides a glimpse into McDonagh’s more typical use of women characters.
In the film, the character Billy comments that while it is acceptable for women to be
killed in a screenplay, audiences will not tolerate brutality against animals. This is ironic
given the violence against animals portrayed in Cripple and The Lieutenant of Inishmore,
but without a doubt the greater irony—and in McDonagh’s works there is always a
greater irony— is the acceptability of prioritizing the deaths of women in film over the
depiction of violence against animals.

Una Mullally, a freelance journalist and blogger for The Irish Times, is not
amused. Although she acknowledges McDonagh is depicting his own ironic struggle with
studio executives in regards to women and animals, she is nevertheless offended. She
also comments on another self-conscious moment in Seven Psychopaths that similarly
exposes the portrayal of women in Hollywood film: “Christopher Walken’s character,
Hans, berates Marty for having awful female characters in his script.” Mullally quotes
Alex Godfrey’s Guardian interview in which McDonagh jokes about Hans’s comment:
“it’s a kind of easy Get Out of Jail Free card to say that in the middle of the film. It would
have been better to write some better women characters and not have them die.” Like the
Queen Victoria of identity politics, Mullally simply responds to this statement with a one-
word sentence: “Quite.” In spite of her insistence that “I get it. | totally get this film,”
Mullally refuses to acknowledge that McDonagh is solidly resisting Hollywood sexism

through the film’s self-awareness. Mullally also ignores what immediately follows



McDonagh’s comment on sexism and his women characters in the Godfrey interview.
Godfrey reports, “He says the lead character in his next film, a 55-year-old woman, is as
strong as anyone he's ever written” and then comments that “anyone who's seen his 1996
mother-daughter play The Beauty Queen Of Leenane will know he writes great female
characters.” Furthermore, the day before Mullally’s piece was published, Donald Clarke
published an interview in the same paper in which McDonagh also responds to the Hans
comment: “The first play was all about female characters. So | don’t see it as a criticism
of myself. It is a comment on Hollywood and on this particular script. It’s a red herring
concerning writing in general.” The first play McDonagh is talking about, of course, is
Beauty Queen. However, perhaps the most important thing all of these critics are missing
is “Marty” McDonagh’s response to Hans’s criticism of women in his work: “Well, it’s a
hard world for women. | guess that’s what I’m trying to say.” This reality is precisely
what McDonagh demonstrates not only in Beauty Queen, but in Cripple as well. Mag,
Maureen, Helen, Kate, Eileen, Mammy, and even some of the male characters struggle
with the effects of gender on their lives. Indeed, the expectations regarding gender that
burden women with the responsibility of food is one prominent way in Beauty Queen and
Cripple that McDonagh portrays the difficulty of living life as a woman. Gender becomes
the paint on McDonagh’s inherited canvas of agency and hunger.

McDonagh is not the only Irish author to use gender to color the relationship
between food and power. While many agree that “Martin McDonagh’s works are a
natural evolution of the Irish canon” (Castleberry 45), little if any critical attention has
been paid to the context that gender provides for food and its association with agency.

Scholars, however, have noted the abundance of food references in the Irish Canon.



James Joyce’s Ulysses has received, perhaps, the most critical attention in terms of such
references. Allison Armstrong even published The Joyce of Cooking, an Irish cookbook
that was inspired by and often comments on Joyce’s work. Bonnie Roos, Lindsey Tucker,
Avriela Freedman, and Miriam O’Kane Mara have all published books and articles on
Joyce’s use of food. Likewise, important Irish scholars including Christopher Morash,
Nicholas Grene, Margaret Kelleher, and Christine Kinealy have commented, although
less frequently, on the appearance of the Famine in the Irish Canon. Curiously, the
abundant references to food in Beauty Queen and Cripple receive little if any scholarly
attention, and when food is mentioned in regards to McDonagh’s work, scholars seem to
struggle to find meaning in it.

Karen O’Brien views food as an “area of ecocritical investigation” in Beauty
Queen and Cripple, tying the food in these plays to issues of ecology and the global food
supply. However, while Beauty Queen takes place in the 1990s, Cripple is set in the
1930s, and it is therefore difficult to accept O’Brien’s assertion that “The peas” Kate and
Eileen tyrannically stock simply “represent a product of the global ecosystem.” Taking
another perspective, Joan FitzPatrick Dean connects the use of poor taste in food to Irish
stereotypes of provincialism, commenting that “McDonagh’s Irish characters talk about
junk food as much as they do about bad television programming and are better informed
about both than about Catholicism or Irish history” (“Martin McDonagh’s Stagecraft”
31). However, while some of the characters are ill-informed and enjoy junk food, not all
of them are ignorant about history. Helen notably treats Billy to a kinesthetic experience
of Irish history in Cripple and Maureen attempts to do the same with Mag in Beauty

Queen. Thus, Dean’s argument, while it notes the presence of food, is not supported by
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the texts. Marion Castleberry has also acknowledged the use of food in Beauty Queen.
She believes, as José Lanters has proposed, that “Mag’s world revolves around food” due
to her “need for objective reality in the midst of . . . postmodern confusion.” Although
Castleberry confirms that “Maureen controls her mother” with food, Castleberry rather
confusingly chalks it up to little more than a postmodern-influenced narcissism. There
does not appear to be a single McDonagh scholar who finds cultural significance to the
playwright’s use of food in Beauty Queen or Cripple. On the other hand, many critics
have found the issues of gender raised by the plays to be of great interest, which will be
explored later in this thesis. Even so, there is little to no effort among McDonagh scholars
to explore the connections between gender and food.

Perhaps such oversights are due to a general assumption that food in literature is
superfluous. However, as Terry Eagleton points out, “If there is one sure thing about
food, it is that it is never just about food” (“Edible Ecriture”). Furthermore, and perhaps
more intriguingly, the avoidance of addressing food in McDonagh’s work may be the
result of a lingering avoidance of examining the impact of the Famine on Irish culture.
Indeed, the scholarly attention paid to food in general and the Famine in particular in
Irish literature is relatively new and was once thought to be reductive or even distasteful.
As Christine Kinealy points out, the Famine’s “long term legacy, especially in literature
and culture, remains little explored” (7). In his afterword to a collection of essays on the
Irish Canon’s images of the Famine, Hungry Words, Christopher Morash describes his
early experience “thinking about Irish Famine literature.” “Back in the mid-1980s,”
Morash explains, his colleagues’ reactions to his ideas were “almost always the same,

[he] would get a quizzical look, followed by: “There’s not much to study, is there?” Yet,
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as the 150-year anniversary of the Famine coincided with literary scholarship’s relatively
recent turn towards more frequent use of interdisciplinary modes of inquiry—including
that of history, as well as the emergence of postcolonial theory—this situation began to
change. Additionally, “the other major tectonic shift that took place in those years was
the permission—borrowed from the wider field of cultural studies—to consider literary
texts as cultural artefacts rather than as aesthetic objects to be assessed” (300-01).
Published in 2006, “Hungry Words marks a shift in the study of Famine literature in that
it gathers essays whose scholarly agenda is to relocate the Famine at the heart of a
traditional, aesthetically defined, Irish literary canon” (302). While the “politics of the
interpretation may vary,” Morash indicates many felt “that the Famine remained taboo
for more than a century” (303). Whether this attitude is behind the lack of substantial
investigation into the use of food in Beauty Queen and Cripple is impossible to say.
Nevertheless, as McDonagh’s plays enter the Irish Canon, they also join a richer field of
study into food, especially with concern to the Famine—the event that galvanizes
Ireland’s ongoing cultural associations of food with power.

Exposing these connections may be more important than ever, not only with a
view to the past but also with a view to the future. While Irish writers seem never to have
lost sight of the influence of the Famine and its inherent ties to gender and power, Ireland
itself may be reversing the cultural process into a pattern of forgetting. Coogan’s The
Famine Plot skillfully connects the dependency of Ireland before and during the Famine
on the exploitation and striking apathy of the British. However, Coogan is careful to point

out that, while the Irish could do little to prevent their own suffering during the Famine
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years, the current dependency of Ireland on other nations places the country in a similarly
vulnerable position:
The influence of the unacknowledged portion of the legacy is the stark
warning to today’s Republic of Ireland’s citizenry of what can happen
when a country has no government of its own and must rely for its
sustenance on the droppings from the table of a wealthy neighbor.
Ireland’s tragedy at the time of the Famine was that, through conquest, she
had no government of her own. (1)
The serious economic difficulties that Ireland now faces have led to increasing reliance
on the European Union, particularly Germany, in the wake of the rapid collapse of the
Celtic Tiger and the worldwide economic downturn. Yet, according to Terry Eagleton’s
The Truth about the Irish (published during the Celtic Tiger period), even the hopefulness
of the 1990s was a “precarious prosperity” that was “deeply dependent on outside
sources” (40). Yet, it was a period when, following “centuries of grinding poverty,” the
wants of some Irish people, “or even in some cases necessities, which they only dreamed
of, [could] now be theirs” (40-41). Perhaps the relatively short-lived economic boom in
Ireland caused complacency among the public. Coogan, though, knows that the “learned
helplessness” of Ireland has been and continues to be its greatest liability. Coogan’s
warning, of course, comes with some measured hope: “A land that could survive the
Famine can survive almost anything. It absolutely can “emerge with some strength from
its current difficulties” (233). In order to do this, however, Ireland must remember the
susceptibility of food to manipulations by those seeking power, no matter how painful

this memory may be. Indeed, the use of food as an agent of power in two works written
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during the Celtic Tiger, Beauty Queen and Cripple, could themselves be read as
warnings. Whether or not one chooses to do so, it is clear that these plays bring to light
important issues that ought to remain fresh in the Irish consciousness. Scholarship may
have begun to identify the long history of references to the conflation of food with power
in Irish literature. However, given the fragile state of the contemporary Irish economy,
there is a sense of urgency attesting that this recognition must not stop with the works of
writers such as Yeats, Joyce, Beckett, and Edna O’Brien.

Therefore, this thesis will examine the rich cultural memory of food’s association
with power that has surfaced in many works of the Irish Canon, inherited and forwarded
by Martin McDonagh’s Beauty Queen and Cripple. This will be achieved by looking
through the lens of gender, which further clarifies and magnifies this association. Gender,
as previously discussed, is an important issue to McDonagh and the works of Irish
literature that precede Beauty Queen and Cripple. In doing so, this thesis will fill a
hungry gap in scholarship that ought to acknowledge a truth important enough to be

traceable and enduring for centuries: in Ireland, food equals power.
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CHAPTER II

MURDERING MOTHER IRELAND

The cultural memory Martin McDonagh inherits—a history steeped in connecting
food to agency—is inevitably complicated by the traditional view of Ireland as mother.
Novelist Edna O’Brien opens her memoir, Mother Ireland, by explaining that “Countries
are either mothers or fathers, and engender the emotional bristle secretly reserved for
either sire. Ireland has always been a woman, a womb, a cave, a cow, a Rosaleen, a sow,
a bride, a harlot, and, of course, the gaunt Hag of Beare” (1). O’Brien titled this opening
chapter “The Land Itself,” and it is perhaps the rugged and challenging land that led not
only to the view of Ireland as mother, but also to the conflation of power with nutrition.
Such is the setting in which the legends of the Catholic mother of Mother Ireland, Saint
Brigid, were born. Lisa M. Bitel notes “the brutality that permeated the daily life” of the
religious and those they sought to protect: “death and destruction stalked the people of
early Ireland.” Violence could result in “the year’s food supply [being] lost under the
hooves of horses and the torches of raiders” and “cows and pigs [being] scattered and
stolen” (Isle of Saints 145). In this harsh environment, where food is so vulnerable to
environmental pressures, the seventh-century writer Cogitosus, author of what most

believe to be Saint Brigid’s oldest vita, begins a tradition of employing “the life of Brigid
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to support the ambitions of the see of Kildare for supremacy against the see of Armagh”
(O’Donoghue 108). One of the best indications that Cogitosus was attempting to portray
Kildare as powerful comes from the number of miracles involving food he recounts in his
version of Brigid’s life, offering only “a few” miracles “from innumerable instances”
(208). The vast majority of the miracles Cogitosus chooses are food-related, thus
initiating a long-standing connection between food and power that McDonagh exposes in
The Cripple of Inishmaan and The Beauty Queen of Leenane.

Among Brigid’s food miracles, those involving milk and milk products are
abundant. Brigid’s ability to provide milk would have been especially noteworthy in
Ireland: “Milk was an essential part of the Irish diet. The lack of sunlight in Ireland
means that human bodies were physiologically not able to produce enough vitamin D.
Fortunately, milk is a source of vitamin D, as well as a number of important proteins”
(Torma 2). Regina Sexton, food and culinary historian at University College Cork,
Ireland, notes that milk products were tellingly referred to as “the white meats.” Of
course, Brigid’s ability to conjure milk is symbolically important as well. As a mother
figure, she metaphorically nurses Kildare and, eventually, all of Ireland with her miracles.
Often called “Mary of Gael,” Brigid is the Christian mother of Ireland, just as the Virgin
Mary is the mother of the whole of Christianity. Bitel views both Mary and Brigid as
“perfect mothers”: “They sheltered, protected, and loved their children” (Lands of
Women 108). In these milk-soaked saint’s tales, Brigid’s hagiographers were able to
interweave the pagan and the Christian because, as Thomas Cahill explains, “Unlike the
continental church fathers, the Irish never troubled themselves overmuch about

eradicating pagan influences, which they tended to wink at and enjoy” (148-49). This
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allows Brigid to be both Christian and Pagan mothers to Ireland simultaneously. She
takes “the veil on the Hill of Uinech, Ireland’s primeval navel and the mythical center of
its cosmic mandala” (172-73). The association with this omphalos cements Brigid’s
legend to the conception of Ireland, the land itself as mother, as does the association of
the mythological tradition of Brug na Béinne. Brug na Boinne is located in the Boyne
Valley and is said to have given “hospitality to countless guests in hundreds of Irish
stories” (“Brug na Bdinne”). The Boyne River, which runs through the valley, starts at a
bog near Brigid’s Kildare, and “Boyne” significantly translates to “River of the White
Cow” (“Boyne River”). Furthermore, Imbolc, Brig and Brigid’s shared feast day, may
come from an Indo-European root word meaning “milking” (Torma 2-3). These
associations of Brigid as goddess and mother strengthen the reputation and usefulness of
her spiritual power to provide nutrition, which McDonagh interrogates almost a thousand
years later.

Brigid’s portrayal as a mother with miraculous power to provide sustenance in
spite of the unforgiving land endures for centuries. Over a hundred years before
McDonagh, William Butler Yeats’s nationalistic plays Cathleen ni Houlihan and The
Countess Cathleen, according to Jerome Joseph Day, “may be connected to the Irish
tradition of the earth goddess” as well as to “the Saint Brigid cult” (126). Yeats’s
Cathleen ni Houlihan is set in the wake of the Irish Rebellion of 1798, and the title
character is an old woman who, as countless scholars have noted, embodies Mother
Ireland and her struggle for freedom from British imperialism. The Old Woman
complains of “Too many strangers in the house.” Her “four beautiful green fields” were

“taken from” her. The four fields, of course, refer to Ireland’s four provinces. Two
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characters in the play, Bridget and Peter, want to feed her, but feeding Mother Ireland
will not suffice. In response to Bridget and Peter’s offer of hospitality, the Old Woman
reveals that she wants Irish souls in exchange for her motherly sacrifice: “If anyone
would give me help he must give me himself; he must give me all.” Whether or not Yeats
intended his Mother Ireland in Cathleen ni Houlihan to be a guilt-inducing, smothering
figure, the Old Woman nevertheless takes on such a role. Mother Ireland demands the
power to consume men’s lives, and McDonagh will ultimately challenge her commands.
Yeats combines “the self-sacrificing victim, usually male, and the idealized
national personification, usually female” into the central character of another play: The
Countess Cathleen (Day 123). Problematically, this other incarnation of Mother Ireland is
a landlord. Even though some landowners during the Famine may have treated their
tenants with compassion, the callousness of those holding land is infamous in the history
of the Famine. Yet, according to Day,
in spite of Yeats’s own background, his circle of friends and his proximity
to the Great Irish Famine, it is ironic in the extreme that he could so
structure his play that the explosive implications of the text eluded him.
Yeats wanted to present a drama connecting the real world to the spiritual
aspirations he set for Ireland by gossamer and fairy dust. Unwittingly,
however, he ensnared his play in the web of competing discourses
originating in the Famine era and continuing to polarize Ireland. (111)
In order to prevent her tenants from starvation and religious manipulation with food,
Mother Ireland as landlord surrenders all in this play, including her life. This means that

“Yeats’s 1899 audience, then, the victims, peasants who remained overwhelmingly
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faithful to Roman Catholicism, have been made into the villains, churls who will sell
their souls for a bowl of soup” (113). Although this version of Mother Ireland sacrifices
herself to feed her children, these children are still being asked to live up to unrealistic
parental expectation. In the face of hunger, they must turn down food to maintain national
pride.

McDonagh’s criticisms were not the first to express the disparity of Mother
Ireland’s requests as portrayed by Yeats. As Day makes plain, “Yeats’s first audiences
recognized the connections and the implications” (111), and among these early audiences
was a young student named James Joyce (124). Significantly, Joyce too reminds us of the
vise the Famine put on faith when in Ulysses Bloom thinks, “They say they used to give
pauper children soup to change to protestants in the time of the potato blight. Society
over the way papa went to for the conversion of poor jews. Same bait” (8.1071-74). Joyce
and Yeats both acknowledge the exploitation of the agency of hunger-starved Famine
victims; however, Joyce’s portrayal of Mother Ireland is harsh, haunting, and sometimes
grotesque, directly challenging Yeats’s Mother Irelands who demand nationalistic
devotion. Significantly, Joyce’s greedy Mrs. Kearney, who in “A Mother” sits “amid the
chilly circle of her” upper-class achievements and consumes “a great deal of Turkish
Delight in secret” (91), attempts to exploit the nationalistic value of her daughter’s name,
Kathleen. In doing so, Joyce mocks not only Yeats, but also his image of Mother Ireland.
In fact, Joyce’s confrontation of this image of Mother Ireland is present in a third and
fourth work. Stephen Dedalus, in Portrait of an Artist, as well as in Ulysses, describes
Mother Ireland as cannibalistic: “Do you know what Ireland is? asked Stephen with cold

violence. Ireland is the old sow that eats her farrow” (151). The old sow mirrors the Old
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Woman in Cathleen ni Houlihan, who asks for and devours men’s entire lives.
McDonagh’s Cripple and Beauty Queen are heir to all of these versions of Mother
Ireland.

Importantly, the majority of Joyce’s images of Mother Ireland in Ulysses are
presented in the “Circe” episode, which is written in the form of drama. Indeed, Joyce
and McDonagh’s incarnations of Mother Ireland are theatrical descendents of Yeats’s
versions of Cathleen. Joyce revisits the cannibalistic old sow in the form of Stephen’s
own mother, who is “emaciated” and whose mouth is “green with gravemould” (15.4157-
59). While gravemould may or may not be green, Day notes Yeats’s use of the walking
dead in connection with mouths green with weeds eaten out of hunger in The Countess
Cathleen and asserts that “Subsequent Famine literature frequently employs the green-
stained, gaping mouth of the starving , as well as . . . half-dead spectres” (113). Joyce
does not glorify this image of Famine, mother, and Ireland. Indeed, Stephen intends to
destroy her, calling out, “Nothung!,” which is the name of a transfigured mythological
sword in Wagner’s Ring Cycle (Gifford and Seidman 518), as he raises his ashplant
above his head and brings it crashing down (15.4242-45) on the ghost of his mother and,
in turn, Mother Ireland—who, in Cathleen ni Houlihan, demands that the men of Ireland
give all of their power to her. Bonnie Roos, who attempts to trace the Famine through
Ulysses, reads “Circe” as the tale of men, Stephen and Bloom, who are haunted by the
Famine, which emasculated them. Due to the trauma of the emasculating Famine, they
may have a psychological need to ignore the void of agency that a lack of food caused,

but much to their dismay, Mother Ireland continues to reappear as a disturbing reminder.
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There are other instances of Joyce complicating or destroying the image of
Mother Ireland. In one instance later in “Circe,” Old Gummy Granny appears. She is an
obvious parody of The Old Woman in Yeats’s Cathleen ni Houlihan, directly quoting
from the play when Old Gummy Granny complains of “Strangers in her house”
(15.4585). Furthermore, “Leprechauns are traditionally depicted as seated on toadstools,
with sugarloaf hats” (Gifford and Seidman 524), and Old Gummy Granny “in sugarloaf
hat appears seated on a toadstool.” By connecting this mother figure with another
mythological and stereotypical image of Ireland, Joyce strengthens the association of
mother and Ireland. Still more significantly, Old Gummy Granny is wearing “the
deathflower of the potato blight on her breast,” and Stephen recognizes her as “The old
sow that eats her farrow” (15.4578-92). At once, Joyce mocks Yeats’s jingoism and,
more generally, the image of Mother Ireland. However, Joyce is unsuccessful in fully
destroying this idealized Mother Ireland with the power to deny or provide nourishment.
McDonagh must try to finish the job.

In Beauty Queen and Cripple, McDonagh seems as anxious as Joyce to violate
Ireland’s maternal mythology and its association with food. As Joan FitzPatrick Dean
points out, McDonagh does not write “the stereotypical nurturing, self-sacrificing
mothers.” Instead, in Beauty Queen and Cripple, “he confronts us instead with the
consummately selfish Mag” and “the alcoholic Mammy Dougal,” who “express their
desire to see their children dead.” Further, “not only was Billy’s mother” unattractive,
“but she made every effort to kill her son” (“McDonagh’s Gender Troubles” 214).
Nicholas Grene notes that in Beauty Queen, “The violently dysfunctional relationship of

Mag and Maureen is central to this strategy of demythologizing Ireland . . . negative
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figurations of mother Ireland and her children are nothing new” beginning with “Joyce’s
‘old sow that eats her farrow’” (“Ireland in Two Minds” 301). Moreover, in Beauty
Queen and Cripple, McDonagh wants to do more than mock and demythologize the
symbol of Mother Ireland: “Archaic Ireland is dead but it won’t lie down: the fierceness
of McDonagh’s iconoclasm feels like an effort to kill it at last” (“Ireland in Two Minds
306). Although Grene is exploring outdated attitudes and beliefs with roots in more than
maternity, Beauty Queen and Cripple make it clear that one of McDonagh’s goals is to
murder the memory of the mythological Mother Ireland, as well as all of her associations
with hunger.
McDonagh’s antagonistic attitude towards Mother Ireland is equally plain in
Cripple. Billy’s monologue in Act Two, Scene 2, reveals his linking of Mother Ireland to
Irish stereotypes:
Mam? | fear I’m not longer for this world, Mam. Can’t I hear the wail of
the banshees for me, as far as | am from me barren island home? A home
barren, aye, but proud and generous with it, yet turned me back on ye |
did, to end up alone and dying in a one-dollar rooming-house, without a
mother to wipe the cold sweat off me . . . An Irishman! (Pause.) Just an
Irishman. With a decent heart on him, and a decent head on him, and a
decent spirit not broken by a century’s hunger and a lifetime’s oppression.
(47-48)

Patrick Lonergan notes the stereotypical nature of Billy’s speech, cataloguing the Irish

stereotypes presented. This speech, of course, is later revealed to be a Hollywood screen

test. Furthermore, audiences learn that Billy “was not only unsuccessful in his attempts to
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gain the part for which he had been auditioning, but contemptuous of the lines he had
been speaking” (“Too Dangerous” 71). Lonergan argues Billy’s stage test and his
feelings about it reveal that McDonagh’s use of stereotypes is actually a challenge to his
audiences’ perception of such clichés: “McDonagh’s theatre demands of audiences that
they apply more rigorous attention to their reception of mass-mediated cultural products,
such as the Hollywood film for which Billy auditions” (*Too Dangerous” 73). This
challenge of stereotypes is also a challenge to Mother Ireland, who maintains a powerful
grip on food.

Lonergan’s insightful analysis overlooks the presence of the mother in Billy’s
stage test, as well as Billy’s condemnation of the “arse-faced lines” (56) he recites.
During the stage test, Billy considers writing his mother, but decides to put it off until
later: “Ah, “tis late Mammy. Won’t tomorrow be soon enough?” before beginning to sing
“The Croppy Boy” (48). The association of this song with Mother Ireland is another
cultural legacy inherited from Joyce. Shortly before the appearance of Ulysses’s Old
Gummy Granny, the Croppy Boy himself appears in “Circe.” As he is hanged to death,
his last words are “Horot ho hray hor hother’s hest” (15.4547), which is a distortion of
“Forgot to pray for [my] mother’s rest,” a line from the nationalistic song. Stephen, of
course, refused to pray with his mother on her deathbed. While the words Billy sings do
not include the lines of regret for passing by his mother’s grave, Billy certainly is passing
on an opportunity to communicate with his mother. This choice, combined with the
song’s associations with maternity already so well established by Joyce, make Billy’s
rejection of being forced to sing “the fecking ‘Croppy Boy’”(56) also a rejection of

Mother Ireland itself. Indeed, Billy even connects his mother to the land in his screen test
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monologue: “What would Heaven be like, Mammy? I’ve heard “tis a beautiful place,
more beautiful than Ireland even, but even if it is, sure, it wouldn’t be near as beautiful as
you” (48). Here, Billy, ironically an orphan, further emphasizes the concept of Ireland as
mother.

Yet, it is the ancient character of Mammy in Cripple, rather than the “fictional”
Mammy of Billy’s screen test, who best exposes McDonagh’s feelings about Mother
Ireland, food, and power. Mammy is over ninety years old, and without the assistance of
her son Johnny, she is no longer able to prepare her own food nor obtain the alcohol that
is her only comfort. Abusing this power, Johnny subjects Mammy to bizarre meals that
include “beetroot paella” (33) and “carrot omelettes” (53). In the past, Mammy likely
sacrificed herself to feed her family, just as the mother in the film Man of Aran, an
intertext of Cripple, sacrifices herself for the care of her children and husband. As Edna
O’Brien explains, “Mothers were best. Mothers worked and worried and sacrificed and
had the smallest amount on their plates when the family sat down to eat” (66). However,
what O’Brien fails to mention is that mothers, whose central role was keeper of the
hearth, also controlled the food they provided. The woman who once controlled Johnny’s
food is now ironically under his control, thus turning the dinner table on Mother Ireland’s
tyranny.

However, the character of Mammy stands in stark contrast to Yeats’s Cathleens.
The first noise that Mammy makes in the play is a burp, accompanied by her ambivalent
reply to her doctor about her drinking problem, “I have been laying off the drink or I’ve
sort of been laying off the drink” (29). This perverted Mother Ireland figure has been

long-suffering. Even though Johnny knows that Mammy has been “trying to drink herself
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dead for sixty-five years with no luck” after her husband was “ate be a shark” (30),
Johnny continues to bring her alcohol, in spite of her doctor’s advice against drinking, as
long as Mammy gives up her power in exchange. In one instance, Johnny forces her to
remand her verbal power for alcohol:

MAMMY: Get me a drink, goose.

JOHNNY: If you retract goose I’'ll get you a dr....

MAMMY: | retract goose. (32)
In fact, Johnny claims he wants Mammy to die as much as Mammy wants to kill herself,
“I’d enjoy seeing you in your coffin the same as ya, if we can find a coffin big enough to
squeeze your fat arse into” (34). Other characters in the play, such as the shop owners
Eileen and Kate, express indifference or ignore Johnny’s hope for Mammy to die:

JOHNNY: Me mammy’s fine, so she is, despite me best efforts.

EILEEN: Are you still trying to kill your mammy with the drink,

Johnnypateen?

JOHNNY: | am but it’s no use. A fortune in booze that bitch has cost me

over the years. She’ll never go. (38)
This incarnation of Mother Ireland cannot be killed because of the cultural memory she
represents. Like Joyce, McDonagh has inherited the symbol of mother as Famine, as well
as the symbol of Mother Ireland. Mammy is described as being in her “early nineties” in
1934 (4), which means she was born between 1845 and 1849, the height of the Famine.
McDonagh’s Mammy cannot die, despite the large amounts of alcohol used in hopes of
drowning this memory, because the cultural memory of the Famine is too persistent.

McDonagh may want to destroy the paralyzing mythology of Ireland as mother, but he



25

cannot destroy the Famine and the inevitable associations of food with power that the
event brings to mind.

Lonergan asserts that Beauty Queen also “portrayed Ireland as a place where
things that ought to be dead are still clinging desperately to life—from the Irish language
to Catholicism to Mag Folan herself” (Theatre and Films 20). Mag, like Cripple’s
Mammy, was once under the yoke of food preparation and distribution and, conversely,
in control because of this burden, but when audiences meet her in Beauty Queen, Mag is
in the process of losing her agency, and the roles of mother and child are reversing. This
is illustrated when Mag’s childless daughter Maureen complains that she has “Enough
babies” (39), alluding to the nurturing care that she must provide to her mother.
McDonagh frequently demonstrates this turnaround in power through food. One way he
does so is through his physical description of characters in terms of weight. While
audiences learn that Mammy is overweight, at least in the eyes of Johnny, through
dialogue, McDonagh explicitly divulges Mag and Maureen’s weight in the stage
direction. In the character list, Mag is “Stout” and Maureen is “slim” (2). Weight,
therefore, is essential to understanding this pair. Mag’s weight bears witness to her
winning her struggle with power through food until her age and her daughter conspire to
subvert that power. The play opens with Maureen discovering Mag can feed herself: “So
you can get it yourself so” (4). In addition to being described as large, Mag is also
described as “frail” (2), yet it is clear that she is not completely incapacitated. Mag
depends on Maureen for her food not only because it has become difficult for her to
prepare her own food, but also, and more importantly, because of the control her need

holds on Maureen. Marianne Castleberry acknowledges that “Mag’s world revolves
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around food—she is obsessed with being fed” (49). This food obsession is based on
Mag’s desire to keep Maureen in her household, and it appears that so far Mag’s play for
power through food has been successful. Maureen is a 40-year-old virgin.

The tide, however, is turning, and this is a battle that Mag is destined to lose. Both
Mag and Maureen employ food as a weapon in this struggle for power. Following
Maureen’s discovery that Mag can feed herself, Mag uses Maureen’s abuse and the
resulting guilt as well as exaggerated health problems to control Maureen through food,
getting her to prepare porridge (6-9). Maureen attempts to use this particular act of
feeding to silence her mother, but Maureen forgets the tea, which allows Mag to speak
again (9-10). Like Mammy, Mag’s verbal power is tied to her consumption. Then, when
Mag complains about Maureen forgetting to put sugar in her tea, Maureen takes her tea
and porridge and throws it out, denying Mag food entirely (11). In the next major battle
of this war, Mag has lost even more footing. Maureen realizes that Mag has lied about
Ray Dooley’s visit and is attempting to hide the message that Mag was trusted to relay to
Maureen. Ray was delivering a message from Pato, his brother and Maureen’s love
interest. Maureen punishes Mag by force-feeding her Complan—*“the sickly brew.”
Mag’s excuse for her deception is that “Young girls should not be out gallivanting with
fellas,” exposing her need to keep Maureen under her control and in her service, and
Maureen’s response reveals how successful Mag has been up until this point: “I’ve heard
it all now. What have | ever done but kissed two men the past forty years?” (21-23).
Shortly afterwards, McDonagh reveals that Mag loves shortbread biscuits but does not
like Kimberley’s (24). Later, Maureen taunts Mag with shortbread cookies, equating

them with the sex she has been denied because of Mag’s control (62-64). Maureen also
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implies Mag’s complete loss of power over everything by threatening to put her into “a
home for deaf people”: “And it isn’t cod in butter sauce you’ll be getting there. No. Not
by a long chalk. Oul beans on toast or something is all you’ll be getting in there. If you’re
lucky. And then if you don’t eat it, they’ll give you a good kick, or maybe a punch” (60).
Maureen illustrates the nature of her threat, of course, using terms of food. Mag, as a
representation of Mother Ireland, is being stripped of her power over her child and food.
One way Mag resists the loss of power is by pouring her urine in the kitchen sink,

which also serves to further the exchange of mother and child roles in their relationship
as well as mocking the image of Mother Ireland. Mag offers no explanation for her
behavior. In one instance, she attempts to deny the odd and rather childlike act. This
occurs when Ray is uncomfortably waiting to deliver another message from Pato to
Maureen:

RAY:: This house does smell of pee, this house does.

MAG: (pause. Embarrassed): Em, cats do get in.

RAY: Do cats get in?

MAG: They do. (Pause.) They do go to the sink.

RAY': (pause) What do they go to the sink for?

MAG: To wee. (57)
Mag also demonstrates in this exchange that she knows how to use food as a weapon in
yet another way: she asks Ray for food shortly after this scene occurs. Mag knows from
experience that asking Ray for food will result in his leaving, significantly allowing her
to destroy Maureen’s letter from Pato (58-59). Although Mag does not attempt to use the

cat excuse with her daughter, Mag also becomes defensive when Maureen mentions her
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strange habit to Pato. Maureen uses it as a way to shift attention away from her own
faults; however, in doing so, Maureen exposes the power Mag wields over food with her
urine. Mag’s urine affects Maureen’s food and agency: “And she does have a urine
infection too, is even less hygienic. | wash my praities in there” (41), she complains.
Whether this is a conscious or unconscious choice by Mag, the urine contaminates the
food area, thus maintaining at least some of Mag’s control over food and her daughter
while further soiling the image of Mother Ireland.

Mag’s urine misbehavior strikes a sharp enough contrast to the Mother Ireland of
Yeats’s plays, as does her controlling behavior. However, Maureen’s actions, especially
considering her motherly role in Mag’s life, overshadow an intentional mishandling of
wee. Maureen becomes a murderer of her own mother, as well as a motherly figure who
murders her own, bringing to mind the old sow of Portrait of an Artist and Ulysses, as
previously discussed. Mag in Beauty Queen, like Mammy in Cripple, also serves as a
representation of an “Archaic Ireland” that, as Grene asserts, McDonagh rails against.
Indeed, Mag demonstrates several undesirable characteristics of provincial Ireland that
many would like to see die. For example, in an incident spanning three pages of text,
Mag is annoyed when the radio plays music in Irish rather than English, describing it as