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In the early years of Irish drama, writers such as W.B. Yeats, Lady Gregory, and J.M. Synge cast their nationalist sentiments as the lead roles in their plays and other works.  When the Irish Literary Theatre culminated into the Abbey Theatre in 1904, these plays took to the stage with a sense of true ‘Irishness’ and national pride.  These sentiments had been secretly felt for decades prior to the opening of the Abbey, but were finally pulled into public view with the advent of ‘Irish’ theatre.  Through works such as Cathleen ni Houlihan and Riders to the Sea, themes of Irish nationalism and pride in Irish identity can be seen coming straight off the stage of the Abbey Theatre from its very first production.  These authors used the megaphone the Abbey became to encourage national pride and sentiment throughout the country by appealing to the masses and making their plays relatable.  
The Abbey Theatre was founded during a part of the so-called ‘Gaelic Revival.’  This movement emerged alongside the Irish Nationalist movement of the 19th century.   There were three main facets of the Gaelic Revival: the Gaelic Athletic Association, “a literary wing inspired by Celtic folklore, which led Yeats and other writers to set up the Abbey Theater” (Lynch, Gaelic Revival), and the Gaelic League, which was created “by Irish language enthusiasts such as Douglas Hyde” (Lynch, Gaelic Revival).  The movement rose in the late 19th century as the Irish people, and most especially Irish nationalists, began expressing their ‘Irishness’ and finding a sense of identity within it.  The movement in the literary realm especially turned to Celtic myth to support a return to true Irishness.  The stories were a mix of truth and ‘extras’ to enhance the message and encourage Irish national pride.  In the same vein, sometimes the onstage portrayals of ‘real’ or ‘traditional’ Irish ways were often filled in by the writer’s imagination in order to make the past more desirable to emulate.  It is hard to say when this is done, but scholars are aware that it did happen.  
The early plays performed at the Abbey, namely Cathleen ni Houlihan and Riders to the Sea for the purpose of this paper, indicate the desire of the writers and the audiences that viewed them to continue movements towards an Irish identity.  No longer would ‘stage Irish’ and other disrespectful portrayals of Irish people darken the stage.  Cathleen ni Houlihan represents the Ireland of the past, from the days of the Celtics, and how far the people of Ireland have come, but it also serves as a reminder of a past (whether real or manufactured) where the Irish were a powerful and awe-inspiring people.  Riders to the Sea showcases traditional Irish life and encourages the lower-classes to be proud of their heritage and their ‘Irishness’ as they are truly Irish.
	Cathleen ni Houlihan was first performed in April 1902, and was among the first plays to be performed in the Abbey Theatre in 1904.   The play tells the story of a family who is interrupted in their wedding plans by an old woman who personifies Ireland.  The son that is to be married runs away to war in support of Irish Nationalism, leaving behind his family and his bride. Cathleen “represented Ireland as a poor old woman who would become a beautiful queen if young men were prepared to kill and die for her” (Lynch, Gaelic Revival).  This caused Yeats to wonder if his work had caused the Easter Rising, as he mentioned 20 years later: “Did that play of mine send out certain men the English shot” (Lynch, Gaelic Revival)?
The core symbolism in the play creates Cathleen as a personification of Ireland itself.  This is understood from her statements about the fields she lost – symbolic for the country’s provincial divisions – and the songs she sings which lament her various losses.  Cathleen tells Michael that “many a man has died for love of me” (Gregory & Yeats, 7).  Michael becomes entranced by her words, so much so that he does not hear or recognize his mother and bride-to-be as he follows Cathleen out the door and off to fight with the French against the British in a Nationalist effort to free Ireland (or Cathleen).  With this, an idea is established that perhaps Ireland needs a blood sacrifice of young men in order to prosper and succeed; Cathleen herself says “if anyone would give me help he must give me himself, he must give me all” (Gregory & Yeats, 8).  As the audience would have seen, Michael becomes that sacrifice when he allows Nationalist sentiments to overwhelm him.  
Stylistically, one of the most important aspects of Cathleen ni Houlihan that allowed the play to reach so many lower-class people was Lady Gregory’s use of ‘Hiberno-English.’  This style of speaking comes from a disconnect in translation from Gaelic to English, and results in muddy grammar.  For example, in the beginning of the play, Patrick claims “It must be down in the town the cheering is” (Gregory & Yeats, 3).  This use of the language of the masses allowed the audience to relate to the play more easily, and thus made the message more effective.  Gregory and Yeats may have also tried to stir up empathetic feelings in their audiences by making Michael relatable in the sense that he, too, was shunned by his family after joining the Irish nationalist cause.  It was a common occurrence for strongly loyalist Irish families to cut off ties to their children or siblings because of their choice to fight for Irish freedom; evidence of this is shown when Delia, Michael’s wife-to-be, says “Michael won’t be going to join the French… you won’t leave me!  You won’t join the French, and we are going to be married” (Gregory & Yeats, 11)!  These performances of what may have seemed relatable and even traditional helped connect the audience to the stage.
Similarly, J.M. Synge’s Riders to the Sea brought traditional Irish life to the stage and allowed the Abbey to take a role in promoting Nationalism.  The play was first performed in February 1904, and made it’s Abbey Theatre debut in January 1906.  Riders tells the story of a family living on an island off the West coast of Ireland who continually experiences loss due to the cruelty of the sea and the nature of their life.  As in Cathleen ni Houlihan, Hiberno-English is used to make the play more reachable by the lower-class audiences.  Most of the dialogue is written and performed in this style, for example Cathleen (of no relation to the other production) says to her sister Nora “did you ask him would he stop Barley going this day with the horses to the Galway fair” (Synge, 59)?  
The set of the production in itself exemplifies traditional Irish life.  The curtains would open in a “cottage kitchen, with nets, oil-skins, spinning wheel, some new boards standing by the wall, etc.  Cathleen, a girl of about twenty, finished kneading cake, and puts it down in the pot-oven by the fire; then wipes her hand and begins to spin at the wheel.  Nora, a young girl, puts her head in at the door” (Synge, 58).  The scenery and actions of the women hark back to days past and help the audience connect to their ‘Irishness.’  There are other scene and action descriptions throughout the play that continue to enhance this idea.  
As the story progresses, the women continue to deal with the death of the men in their family.  Most recently, a brother, Michael, has been found washed up quite far away.  The mother was already mourning the loss of others, six sons and her husband, to be exact, when her last son, Bartley, is found dead as well having been thrown off his horse into the ocean to drown.  Throughout the scene we see Maurya ‘keening’ – wailing in grief – and lamenting her losses, which are traditional aspects of mourning in Irish culture.  The last line of the play, spoken by Maurya, concludes the theme of grief and loss: “What more can we want than that?  No man at all can be living for ever, and we must be satisfied” (Synge, 67).  These are traditional sentiments from Irish culture that are relived on the stage, which would have helped the play be more accessible and relatable to the varied audiences of the time.  
Despite all of this, it is vital to remember that Synge’s intention may not have been to stir up Nationalist sentiment in the same way Yeats and Gregory may have been.  In reality, Synge struggled with the idea of Nationalism, which can be seen in certain interpretations of Riders to the Sea, in which he may be seen as writing the characters stereotypically or outlandishly.  However, the most obvious evidence for his struggle was in his work The Playboy of the Western World.  This production resulted in what are known as the ‘Playboy Riots’ over his portrayal of the lower-classes, which mocked the use of Hiberno-English.  It was perceived that those who speak in English but think in Irish are lesser.  However, the play was ultimately revered as a respected masterpiece that is still used today.  
	That both of these plays, among many others, were performed on the stage of the Abbey Theatre reaffirms the claim that the theatre played a major role in the developing nationalist sentiment and Irish identity of the people of Ireland.  The founding members of the theatre wrote and performed to make their audiences feel proud of their heritage and encourage a return to greatness following the Gaelic Revival.  These works in turn influenced the public so greatly that Yeats himself felt he may have had a hand in the Easter Rising, and others may have encouraged the public to take up arms in order to create a free Ireland.  In showcasing Ireland, personified as a woman ready to become a queen as long as men fought for her, Cathleen ni Houlihan brought nationalism and Irish identity back around from the offensive ‘stage Irish’ persona to one that people could be genuinely proud of.  Riders to the Sea put traditional Irish practices on the stage for all to see, and allowed people to revel in the greatness of even the most menial tasks as well as their rituals and beliefs.  
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