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ABSTRACT:

Carr mirrors Irish women who are aware of their agony. Women have a strong
self-knowledge yet they do not act. Carr urges the Irish to take a step forward to
change and achieve the individual and collective identity. Carr reflects the
status of the Irish women through her characters. Living by their rules, her
female characters challenge the disintegrating status of the Irish tinkers as well
as lIrish women in general. They become the image of motherland that
empowers women.
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Marina Carr was born in (1964) in the midland of Ireland known as

Country Offaly which is a "very beautiful place, full of lakes and rivers and

nl

mountains and it was surrounded by the Bog of Allen™ This place had a

significant impact upon her works, and when she was asked about the place of
her childhood she replied:

| grew up in a place called Gorthnamona, which means
"field of the bog" for the first 11 years, and then moved a
half mile down the road to a place called Pallas Lake. Our
house was on the shore of the lake. There were swans,
there were bulls, there were dragonflies, there were
fishermen. My sister and | spent longs summer evenings
sitting on an old oak tree looking out at the lake, laughing
our heads off at anything, everything, nothing. The winter
were cold, sometimes the lake froze... when the weather
was fine, she [Marina's mother] would let us play for
hours outside... it was a good childhood, free and fairly
wild.?

Carr's early works were influenced by Samuel Beckett and the Absurd theatre.

Colin Chambers commented on her works saying that it “revealed a highly

VoYY Ol wid (1€4) adadf gvq Aundid| g o gu U1 aglad! Ao



Mothers for the Nation. Representing Women in Marina Carr's The Mai

original talent waiting to be released from Beckettian thrall".* Her official
profession started with Low in the Dark (1989) which carried a feminist

schema. Catherine Rees in her article 'Marina Carr' said:

The play rejects traditional characterisation and instead
uses characters who are largely representative of various
gender attitudes. What is interesting is that theses
categorisations are carried forward to her later plays,
where women are largely concerned with the emotional
aspects of their existence, while men principally aim to
cultivate and maintain the physical and monetary parts of
their lives.*

Her writings came out during the Celtic Tiger, which was a time that witnessed
social and cultural confidence "giving reactionary portraits of the nation in a

n5

time of social and economic changes." During that period, women unlike men,

suffered from low salary, little job protection and lack of union security.®

Carr's plays could be described as neo-Gothic, a term used to designate
the restoration of the gothic into a contemporary framework which "signalled a
hundred or traumatised Irish society and deep-seated disturbances in the

national psyche."’

Carr tried through her female heroines to criticise these
conditions in Irish society by echoing the circumstances of women during and
after the Celtic tiger. She "focuses on those who are marginalised from the
success obsessed climate of the Celtic Tiger, and confronts us with female

differences and deviance."®

Her plays depicted themes of land and gender. The
land became the sanctuary where women could escape restricted and limited
domestic roles and became in control and an integral part of the world. Carr
wanted the Irish to see their land that way. Her female characters could be
mothers for the nation and represent the land as McClintock asserted, "Women
are typically constructed as the symbolic bearers of the nation, but are denied
any direct relation to national agency."® Thus the land (bog)/women relationship

could be taken as a nationalistic symbol. The bog was the embodiment of
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Ireland's past which was destroyed by the Celtic Tiger. Although her plays were
not political in the deep sense of the word, yet her themes were rooted in the

political marsh of Ireland's struggle.

Carr enhanced her sense of tragedy by blending it with the Greek and
Shakespearian elements, combing the old and the new. Marianne McDonald
believed that Irish playwrights used Irish-Greek tragedy as "an act of making

visible the invisible, of speaking the unspeakable."*

Wilmer emphasises that,
"the original versions of Greek drama provides an unusual respect for the power
of women to rebel and to subvert the power relations to which they are
subjected."** Carr used the folkloric structure to be able to stay away from the
"prison o reality"** and to historicise the fight of the Irish women to establish
their distinctive identity in a male dominated society. The heroine's power
resides in "the vehemence of their resistance, their will to freedom and
fulfilment." ** They protested against the fragmented modernity by finding
refuge in myths which were "larger than life."* Carr was concerned with
women's oppression and how they were exiled and restrained historically and

culturally.

The representation of female protagonists enabled Carr to refer to what
was known as Mother Ireland. She stressed the idea of belonging. In Irish
mythology, goddesses were supposed to marry men who would eventually
become kings and owners of the land. If the goddesses did not marry them,
they would be weak, futile and unproductive, thus women were tied to land as
wives and mothers. Such figures could be found in the Irish culture like
Medhbh, who "would not permit a king in Tara unless he had her for his
wife."*® Deirdre and Graine, represented women who ran away for the sake of
love. The image of Mother Ireland could also be found in the woks after

colonisation like Hibernia, a weak young female who was on need of protection
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from the powerful Britannia."® Carr's female characters are in return stood for

Ireland that urges people to see it as their mother.

The land/bog was a representative of the gendered landscape
representing femininity in a new colonised world. The social changes that took
place in Ireland concerning politics, nationalism, and poverty affected the
psychology of Carr's characters. They were scattered and broken from the
inside. Her characters were connected to the land not out of an economic need,
but rather they had spiritual ties to it. Land had always been a key element
when it comes to shaping identity. It became part of the Irish mental map and
ending up shaping their identity. They were drawn to the land reflecting the
spiritual bonding between the Irish people and their land. The characters were
tied up to the land but they often end up dying in it for they are unable to cope
with the danger of change which reflected the changing identity of Ireland. The
changing era of the Celtic Tiger showed the changing perspective of
considering the land the key to identity materially to a symbol of identity.

The Mai (1994) was written during a period of changes concerning
women's issues in Ireland. Changes were like the establishment if the First
Committee on the Status of Women in (1970), and the formation of the Council
of the Status of Women in (1982).'" In addition, the approval of the referendum
on divorce was declared in (1995). The Mai "engages with concerns over the
control of women's bodies by national patriarchal discourse, and with the ways
in which social norms inform and perpetuate acceptable identities and bodies

and exclude those deemed improper."*®

The play is set in the rural midlands of Ireland, near the supernatural Owl
Lake. It is about four generations of females in one family. Grandma Fraochlan,
one hundred years of age, represents the old generation. She is a drug-smoking

old woman, amuses the family with her colourful stories about her grandfather.
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He is a Moroccan descent who was a sailor. Her daughters Julie and Agnes
stand for the conservative generation that represented Ireland during the 20's
and 30's.”® The Mai and her sisters, Connie and beck, represent the third
generation caught between their eagerness to achieve their independence and
their attachment to the "mores and expectations of the previous generation."®
Finally, the fourth generation is represented by Millie the sixteen year old
young girl who stands for modern Irish generation that seeks its individual

identity.

The Mai evokes the Greek goddess Maia who is recognized with the
nymph and thus linked to water. She is also associated to goddess Maia's
isolation due to her living alone in a cave away from the other gods and
goddesses.?* Throughout the whole play, Millie tells the stories straight to the
audience. The play opens with Robert, the husband, coming back home playing
his cello the way he plays with The Mai's life. She later asks him, "Where were
you?"# (The Mai, 109) He does not care to give an explanation to his wife
about his absence. Her husband, Robert, who had deserted his family and even
when he was home he isolated himself and played with his cello. The cello
stands for the female body.” became a representative of the Mai. Her husband
used to exploits her.

As the storyteller, Millie moves between different roles in the play. She
plays the roles of the thirty years old storyteller and the sixteen year old young
character. She is The Mai's eldest daughter who mirrors her mother's side of the
story. Ni Dhuibhne describes The Mai's story as Millie's story, "the story of a
parent or parents is the legacy to their daughters: Millie is a wronged or

n24

damaged child.

The play provides mythical elements from different sources beside the

Irish myths, as Hill Shonagh explains, "The play opens with the return of The
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Mai's Husband Robert, for whom she has been waiting several years, echoing
both the defiant Electra waiting for the return of her brother and the reversal of
the Odysseus legend viewed from the perspective of Penelope."® Carr's
characters resemble the folkloric archetypes found in myths and legends. Millie
recites the legend of Owl Lack which foretells their coming tragic situation. Ni
Dhuibhne illustrates that, "I am not quite sure what Millie's interpretation of the
story is: that Owl Lake is a dangerous place, that The Mai should learn a lesson
in patience from Coillte and not make her mistakes, or that The Mai should

leave Robert."?®

Grandma Fraochlan says, "We can't help repeatin', Robert, we repeat
and repeat, the orchestration may be different but the tune is always the same™.
(The Mai, 123). Millie enhances the same idea when she describes the
characters who know the legend of Owl Lake yet they are unable to listen to its

warning message as ‘sleepwalkers’,

| knew that story as a child, so did The Mai and Robert.
But we were unaffected by it and in our blindness moved
along with it like sleepwalkers along a precipice and all
around gods and mortals called out for us to change our
course and, not listening, walking on and on. (The Mai,
148)

The title of the play is taken from an Irish myth about a woman who
destroys her youth for the sake of love. After five years of their marriage, her
unfaithful husband "got into his car with his cello and drove away." (The Mai,
110) The Mai believes that her husband loves her, "he loves me on his own high
damaged way. Maybe it's just a phase he's going through and in a few years
he'll come back to me." (The Mai, 185) Millie has the same experience of her
mother, as her husband abandons her and her son. She recites how her father
deserts them with "No explanations, no goodbyes.” (The Mai, 110). She

painfully describes the scene where her mother, The Mai, tries to calm her
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daughter saying "Don't worry about a thing, Millie, your dad'll come back and
we will have the best of lives." (The Mai, 110) She found the only consolation

in the Owl Lake. They both agree about the effect of the cursed Owl Lake.

The Mai sat in front of this big window here, her chin
moonward, a frown in her forehead, as if she were
pulsing messages to some remote star which would
ricochet and lance Robert wherever he was, her eyes
closed tightly, her lips forming two words noiselessly.
Come home — come home. (The Mai, 111)

The myth of the Owl Lake is about Coillte. the daughter of the mountain
god who falls in love with Blath, Lord of the flowers. They spend summer and
spring together, but her tells her that he has to leave her to spend winter and
autumn with the ‘dark witch of the bog'. She decides to follow him. One night,
the witch pushes her into the lake of tears. She releases Blath from the spell and
he looks for Coillte. The villagers inform him that she is ‘dissolved'. (The Mai,
147)

The depressing story of the past is interrupted by The Mai's
grandmother, Grandma Fraochlan. She came to stay with The Mai in the Owl
Lake. The Mai's mother is not seen in the play as she died when The Mai was a
baby. She chooses her children over her husband, however, having the right to
choose is a privilege that the Irish women didn't have over history. She has

strange points of views,

Grandma Fraochlén: there's two types of woman in this
world from what | can make out: them that puts their
children first and them that puts their lover first. And for
what it is worth, the nine-fingered fisherman belongs to
the latter of these. I would gladly have hurled all seven of
ypu down the slopes of hell for one more night with the
nine-fingered fisherman and | may rot eternally for such
un motherly feeling. (The Mai, 182)
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Her daughters come to the Owl Lake and end up in hell. Their past haunts them
like ghosts. They never learn from it. Grandma Fraochlan tells Robert that "I
only think you came back because ya couldn't find anythin' better elsewhere and
you'll be gone as soon as ya think you've found soethin' better." The Mai, 122).
She continues telling him that he is repeating the deeds of his father. People
cannot run away from their inevitable history, "People don't change, Robert,
they don't change"” (The Mai, 122). His return to the Owl Lake is not out of his
regret or love. He does not have any passion towards her. He tells The Mai

about a dream he had:

| dreamt that you were dead and my cello case was your

coffin and a carriage drawn by two black swans takes you
away from me over a dark expanse of water and | ran
after this strange hearse shouting, "Mai, Mai," and it
seemed as if you could hear my voice on the moon, and
I'm running, running, running over water, trees,
mountains, though I've long lost sight of the carriage and
of you — and | wake, pack my bags, takes the next plane
home. (The Mai, 125)

The same experience that grandma Fraochlan and the Mai share affects
the following generation. Julie and Agnes, grandma Fraochlan's daughters,
come to Owl Lake to help their sister Beck. These women suffer due to their
mother's experience. "she doesn't realise the influence she has over us, I'm
seventy-five years of age, mai, and I'm still not over my childhood.” (The Mai,
146) The Mai and her sisters try to change their fate by being educated and
independent. Still, they are abandoned by their lovers. This echoes the Women's
words in Electra about the influence of the past saying that "The curse is a
living thing."* Millie is detached throughout the whole play. The sadness of her
mother is transferred to her. She illustrates:

None of The Mai and Robert's children are very strong. We
teeter along the fringe of the world with halting gait, reeking of
Owl Lake at every turn. | dream of water all the time. I'm
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floundering off the shore, or bursting toward the surface for air,
or wrestling with a lake swan trying to drag me under. | have
not yet emerged triumphant from those lakes of the night... and
on a confident day when I'm considering a first shaky step
towards something within my grasp, the caul constricts and I'm
back to Owl Lake again. (The Mai, 184)

Millie explains how those memories are engraved in her mind affecting

her life:

The Mai at the window, grandma Fraochlan's oar, The
Mai at the window again. The Mai at the window again,
and it goes on and on till 1 succumb and linger among
them there in the dead silent world that tore our hearts out
for a song. (The Mai, 184)

Portraying Irish women is a challenge as it defies the norms. Throughout
history, they were idealised like their Mother Ireland. As illustrated by Brecken
Hancock, "the tradition of portraying Ireland as a woman has meant that: the
very act of writing challenges patriarchal practices of the state precisely by
representing national identity... as other than male"?® Carr portrays women
outside the norm as she criticises the male dominated life and creates new
identities that are ignored. Creating her characters within storytelling

framework, she praises the.

The four generations of women are like the living dead and the Owl
Lake is their graveyard. When Robert betrays The Mai with a locale woman,
the former drowns herself in the Owl Lake. The myth of the Owl Lake haunts
all the female character, and even though Carr does not give Millie a happy
ending yet she gives her a different history that may create a different attitude
towards the present. Carr presents women's suffering and suppressed. Del Mar

suggests that:

The inside suffering causes heroic female resistance in
the Irish play, and intra-familial bloodshed together with
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acts of revenge, are evoked to respond to the playwright's
strategy to adapt the Greek idea of chaos to a modern
Ireland, where dysfunctional families have not
disappeared from society and where political troubles still
echo on people's mind.”

Carr urges Irish women to treasure their identity through The Mai's
choice to drown herself in the Owl Lake and nowhere else. The play "suggests

an alternative creation for women and enables the exploration of identity."*
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