
AB S T R A C T

 Molly Sweeney oscillates around the theme of 
perception, blindness and eye-sight recovery. Although visually im-

and independent per-
son who is very active, both professionally and socially. What serves as 
the source of tragedy in the play is the male desire to compensate for 

that needs to be normalized. Prompted by her husband, Molly decides 

operation, Molly cannot adapt herself to the new reality and develops 

and confusion.
Focusing predominantly on the main character of the play, this 

paper examines the ways in which Molly Sweeney experiences the 

physical activities, such as swimming or dancing, which she vividly 
describes in her monologues. It explores the double nature of Molly 

father, later by her husband Frank and doctor Rice. Her expression of 

it serves as its powerful climax, after which Molly experiences gradual 
deterioration.

Interpreted in the context of the history of Irish dance, the mad 
hornpipe appears replete with meanings and allusions. Traditionally as-
sociated with human sexuality and the female element, dance was often 
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evil and moral corruption. Consequently, like in the case of the frenzied 
reel in another famous Frielian play, , the limitless 
and unrestricted performance in the climactic scene of Molly Sweeney

male power and gains full, though very temporary, control over her life.

AB S T R A C T

Molly Sweeney
who suffers from an incurable disease. However, as Niel notices, compar-
ing the drama to another Frielian masterpiece, “As in Faith Healer, we wit-

thematic concept of Molly Sweeney

and independent, the eponymous character challenges the conventional 
-

tive member of the local community. The woman is not only successful 
in her professional life but also engaged in various leisure activities whose 

-
ence of swimming. The dramatic change in the play takes place after the 

deterioration and stagnation.
In terms of the climax, the play follows the convention established 

in
music and dance to mark the point of highest tension, after which the 

Although the use of dance in Molly Sweeney is much less elaborate than in 
the case of the Mundy sisters, the fragment in which Molly describes her 
mad hornpipe seems central to the whole drama. The climactic dance is 

normalizing attitude of masculine authority and openly gives vent to the 
hidden instinctive fear of the unknown future.

-
mal life in spite of her impairment. She takes up various activities which 

time in an active way, keeping herself busy with diverse hobbies. In her 
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to develop her interests. Therefore, now she evidently searches for other 
ways to achieve self-realization and satisfaction. Following the traditional 
association between the female and the body, Friel presents her favourite 

body and its limitations through disability” (“Molly Sweeney

self-conscious way. In her recollection of the time she spent at the swim-
ming pool, Molly states:

I really did believe I got more pleasure, more delight from swimming than 

every pore open and eager for that world of pure sensation, of sensation 
-
-

Molly Sweeney 

Resulting from the frequent use of structural parallelisms, the repetitive 
form of the passage accurately conveys the rhythmical character of the 
activity and, with the mention of all the pores open and willing to receive 
the stimuli, accentuates the highly sensuous aspect of the experience. This 

her assured attitude towards life. The brisk, rhythmical movement of the 

-

Molly effectively uses her other senses and intuition to receive various 
external stimuli that help her to experience the surrounding world, which 

-

-
ming could equally well apply to her sensations when practicing another of 

[i]n the passage in which Molly describes the sensation of swimming, 
: ‘moving 

MS
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only echoes ‘moving rhythmically, languorously, in complete isolation 
( image

with the world, resulting from the experience of spatial freedom through 
-

experience as silly and incomprehensible to others (Friel, Molly Sweeney

of the male, rational point of view.
As Catherine Byrne recalls, during her preparations for the role of 

Molly, she went swimming with visually impaired people. The actress de-
scribes her experience in the following way:

each other once. I kept bumping into them! I came out and I felt like the 

Her account of the event exposes the gap between the world of the sighted 

compared to the sense of loss and confusion experienced by Molly after 
the operation. Furthermore, in her recollections, the actress undermines 
the traditional superiority of the abled over the physically impaired. Byrne 
stresses the high abilities of blind people and the way they tend to be under-

-

care and guidance. At one point, she openly states: “I knew only my own 

of course it was. But at that stage I never thought of it as deprived” (Friel, 
Molly Sweeney -
son who is conscious of the fact that, due to the impairment, her other 
senses have become more receptive to external factors.

One might even argue that her highly developed skills such as dancing, 

-
dinary human beings who are either unable or too inhibited to fully sur-
render to such experience. She declares:

people in the pool with me, the sighted people, that in some way their 
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pleasure was actually diminished because they could see, because seeing 

how total my pleasure was, I used to tell myself that they must, they re-
ally must envy me. (Friel, Molly Sweeney

As the visual disability resulted in enhancing other senses, the subsequent 
partial restoration of sight deprives Molly of her ability to experience in-
tense sensual pleasure from physical activities such as swimming or danc-
ing. As Wyschogrod puts it, “For Molly, astonishingly, blindness provides 

it appears that the new experience available to the protagonist cannot com-
pensate for the loss she has suffered.

Generally, while one may have an impression that Molly is independent

blindly trusting towards the male characters: her father, her husband Frank 
and doctor Rice, who play decisive roles in her life and contribute to her 

(Friel, Molly Sweeney

reason at all” (Friel, Molly Sweeney

accepting the will of others. There are at least two moments in the play 
when she openly manifests her rebellion against the fate imposed on her 

(Friel, Molly Sweeney

twentieth century. Traditionally associated with human sexuality and the 
female element, dance was often treated by the local Catholic clergy with 

excites the desires of the body. In the dance are seen frenzy and woe, and 

movement had particularly strong repercussions in the nationalist times. It 
may be observed that the rebirth of the free Irish state coincided with the 
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on various, and especially bodily, forms of entertainment and the modern 
Irish notion of femininity.

The nationalist vision of the new country provided very limited op-

Women are encouraged to represent and manifest the ideal of Mary in 
-

lationship with others. In other words it is through their mimetic per-

In this sense, the gendered social construct of Irish womanhood may be 
-

very limited possibilities of self-development in both personal and profes-
sional spheres of life.

Similarly dance, which is traditionally believed to have “its origins 

giving shape to the Irish culture. As Royce states, “When dance is used as 
-
-

-
stance, in the introduction of the canon of thirty céilí dances, which were 
“praised for the fact that there was very little contact between the sexes 
[as f]or elite cultural nationalists, then, the ideal Irish dancing body was an 

any arm movement from Irish dancing. Thus, the extremely rigid posture 
that is nowadays commonly, though, as one may argue, groundlessly, seen 

of the restrictions imposed on the Irish body by the stringent rules of paro-
chial nationalist and Catholic morality, which becomes particularly promi-

power and energy also relies on the sophisticated movement of feet.
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 the dance is not presented onstage and is 
evoked solely on the verbal level of the play. The dramatic piece consists 
of three independent monologues, providing different but complementary 
accounts of one story and highlighting the solitude and isolation of the 
characters as well as the irreversibility of the events which have taken place 

-
cal of Irish drama, the narrative form alluding to the oral tradition of the 
Island and the frequent hostility towards excessive physical expression. 

theatre and the fact that, even in the contemporary Irish culture, the danc-
-
-

climax of the drama.
-

céilí that 

Breathnach suggests that the term originally meant “a gathering of neigh-
bours in some house where talk and gossip on matters of local interest help 
to put in the night [in which] no musical entertainment or dancing [wa]s 

traditional céilí activities: drinking, recitation, chatting, singing and play-
-

Molly Sweeney

of the sighted, the party resembles the typically Irish custom called an 
-

their departure to America. Due to the distance between the continents, 
it was highly improbable that the man or the woman would ever return 

familiar world by the Frielian protagonist.

or facilitate her reunion with the neighbours. Paradoxically, the woman 
feels desolate and abandoned, having no one to share her doubts with, as 
the guests purposefully avoid the topic of the surgery that is to be per-
formed the following day. Furthermore, Molly states that what she experi-
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enced “was the dread of exile, of being sent away. It was the desolation of 
homesickness” (Friel, Molly Sweeney
also to the notion of emigration and which anticipate her later deteriora-
tion as well as the spiritual and physical banishment she will experience.

-

middle of the sitting-room and calling, ‘A hornpipe, Tom! A mad, fast 
Molly Sweeney

subversive nature of the subsequent performance, the choice of the tune 
-
-

ditionally performed by men, nowadays mostly in hard shoes. According 
to Breathnach:

The hornpipe was usually danced by one man alone. It was rarely danced 
by women, as the steps were regarded as requiring the vigour and sound 

were exceptional in that they not alone danced the hornpipe, but used 

-
bines lightness with dynamism and airiness with power. Her dance creates 

Molly challenges the rigid gendered conventions of dance. She kinaestheti-
cally expresses her opposition to the rational rules of the patriarchal Irish 
state, according to which her intuitive fear of the operation cannot under-

-
pipe traditionally danced by men, she seizes male power and rebels against 
the idea of restoring her sight and, thus, displacing her from the world she 
has inhabited till the surgery.

Just before the dance, the protagonist is torn between her gratitude, 

during the operation, instead of gaining, she may lose something crucial 
and, therefore, reconsiders the surgery:

-

I am being used. Of course I trust Frank. Of course I trust Mr. Rice. But 
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Molly Sweeney 

At this very moment, she becomes aware of the mechanisms of male ma-

between the desire to rebel against the imposed solutions and the will-

-
tion of emotions which, till that time, have remained concealed. It suggests 

-
tial inherited from her mother whom she describes as constantly quarrel-
ling with her father until coming down with a severe mental breakdown.

-
ciency and extraordinary skills that seem beyond the understanding of the 
sighted. In this respect, Molly impersonates the qualities which Fraleigh 

watch me!” (Friel, Molly Sweeney
need her sight improved, as she can perfectly manage without it. As Bertha 

-
-

-

denizen” and does not need any “improvement.”
Although Molly frequently allows her husband to take control over 

her life and guide it in the direction he considers proper, agreeing to all his 
suggestions and ideas, one may have an impression that her real power lies 
in the inner sense of balance and composure. Even when she performs her 
powerful energetic dance, the protagonist does not wreak havoc but her 

Lacking any sense of discrepancy between who she is and what she 
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the operation:

-

Molly Sweeney

Finally, this contrast is also noticeable on the verbal level. Coherent and 
-

his reputation (Friel, Molly Sweeney
According to Murray, Molly has an “intuitive control over her body 

in terms of both the stereotypical female intuition and, to some extent, the 
-

in highly differentiated and skilled ways, for expressive, as well as goal 
-

tween all those people, darting between chairs and stools and cushions and 

(Friel, Molly Sweeney -
der brushed” (Friel, Molly Sweeney
surrender to her emotions and the intuitive knowledge of the place she has 
gained using other senses than her sight.

-
cient” that it shows “No timidity, no hesitations, no faltering” (Friel, Molly
Sweeney

-
nessee in which George plays -

(Moonlight) (Friel, 

resulting from the fact that both characters communicate the anger and 
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musician acts with more sense of self-irony than Molly. Unlike George, 

rage through dance, Molly makes the last attempt to manifest her indepen-
dence and regain control over her life.

her doubts concerning the surgery. As Pine argues, “When Molly danced 

protagonist admits:

I was afraid that if things turned out as Frank and Mr. Rice hoped, 

I was afraid that I would never again know these people as I knew them 

(Friel, Molly Sweeney

Thus, the fury communicated through dance can be seen as resulting from 

that her life will somewhat change.
The dance scene alludes to the gendered dichotomy between rational 

and intuitive knowledge and the traditional valuation of the former as su-

using the rational male discourse. Instead, she achieves this by means of 

-
-

tation of the society, tries to dispel all doubts using rational argumenta-
tion. She asks herself in relation to the restoration of eye-sight: “But why 

Molly Sweeney

totally 
[and] simultaneously controlled and frantic”

(Friel, -
tween the two otherwise very distinct forms of Irish traditional dance is 
the fact that both performers are equally overcome by the fear of the un-

the protagonist:

we may be able to share with Molly not only the elation of her blindness and 
MS
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her world as the colo-

resulting from the discrepancy between their wishes and desires, and the 
limited possibilities they are offered. Although what comes to the fore in 
both cases is the emotional load of the performances which communicate 
both anger and despair, the women do not to break the convention of Irish 

vigorous and subversive character of her dance and suggests certain inhibi-
tion and limitation, thus foreseeing her eventual surrender to the pressures 
of society.

Molly Sweeney -
sion of power and freedom unhampered by physical disability. The impair-

both the private and the public sphere of her life. 
-

the public sphere, the woman shares the fate of her mother. She remains 

-
-

female oppression. This idea has been explored by Moloney who, seeing 
Molly Sweeney

-
ized for madness represents the postcolonial state. But most poignantly 

hag by the postcolonial Irish male, and her experience signals the con-

Similarly, McMullan addresses the problem of patriarchal control in the 
Molly
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Sweeney

-
tial limitation of the protagonist.

and in control of her movement and gestures, in this way contradicting 

-
sive position. Her dance ends as soon as Frank tells Tom to stop playing 

-

terrifying to watch because, when I stopped, the room was hushed” (Friel, 
Molly Sweeney

after the outburst of power, Molly is instantly overwhelmed by fear and 

her” (Friel, Molly Sweeney

shows that the woman eventually surrenders to the pressure of society and 

rather than on her own resources.

the woman is deprived of the skills she had before the operation, namely 
she is unable to distinguish between light and darkness and, as she com-
plains, “Even the world of touch has shrunk” (Friel, Molly Sweeney

-
wards she no longer practices swimming, dancing or cycling, but remains 
enclosed within her room. From the medical point of view, Molly pos-

of experiencing reality. It appears that, conforming to social pressures and 
agreeing to undergo the operation, the woman deprives herself of sensu-



267

which Friel shows as similar to the situation of an animal displaced from its 
natural habitat, providing an example of badgers (Molly Sweeney 
Iranian goats (Molly Sweeney

person who demands constant care. She no longer exhibits any potential 
for anger and rebellion, which is accurately presented by the image of her 

Molly Sweeney

futile half-existence.
Resembling the mad woman in the attic, Bertha Mason from Char-

Jane Eyre
from the new world which she cannot adapt to. She shares the fate of her 

-
-
-

land, Moloney suggests that the provisions of the Mental Treatment Act of 

The Irish prohibition on divorce would exclude, however, an otherwise ob-

-

whose identity, like the identity of the nation, needs to be liberated and 
-

by Catholic morality. The postcolonial confusion and problems with na-
tional identity, metaphorically represented by the postoperative condition 

aimed at eliminating all foreign elements from the Irish dance tradition 
and desexualizing the body of the dancers.

-

against nationalist restrictions imposed on the body with its all manifesta-
tions. As has been already indicated, although belonging to the approved 
canon, the powerful hornpipe performed by Molly was traditionally seen as 

-
scious attempt to seize the right to decide about her own fate earlier exer-
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cised by her father, her husband and her ophthalmologist. This contributes 
to the fact that, even though it is not presented onstage, the performance 

play, after which the audience witnesses only decay and degradation.

contemporary Irish society. Impoverished and deprived of its attributes, 

present moment the nation, in many respects, is still limited and inhibited 
from further progress. This problem appears particularly acute as regards 
the perception of the body and the Irish concept of womanhood. Consid-
ered in the national times as potentially unruly and disruptive, these two 

-
ing the play in the postcolonial context, Moloney observes: “The coloniz-

-

-
acters can go on with their lives and search for the new ways to achieve 
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