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Conjuring Complexities: a study on Enda Walsh’s Misterman and bedbound

Introduction

　　It is often pointed out that the plays of Enda Walsh are abundant in intertextuality of the 

Anglo-Irish writings of previous generations. However, the theatre reviews and critical essays 

I have read on the works of Walsh do not lead me to think that his way of merging intertextu-

ality with textuality and his stance on the material he uses are well understood. This, along 

with a lack of substantial research on his dramatic works, led me to attempt an interpretative 

analysis of his texts in terms of concrete connections with the existing texts of Anglo-Irish 

writers. This will, I hope, provide important support for further well-grounded critical discus-

sions regarding the nature of his plays. In this paper, I mainly focus on the intertextuality in 

Walsh’s Misterman and bedbound because the multiple elements within these texts, which he 

adapted from Anglo-Irish modern classics and fashioned into unique two-handers, have never 

been fully analyzed, and also because these plays are suitable instances of his tactful treatment 

of previous Anglo-Irish literature and drama, such as the plays of Samuel Beckett and James 

Joyce.

1.    Connections with the history of Ireland and personal histories of the dramatis 
personae

　　Walsh’s plays are sometimes described as “Beckettian” by reviewers. Some of the 

sequences in his plays do confirm this label. The protagonist in Misterman（１） is in the long-

established habit of recording his (often cynical) comments regarding other people he 

encounters in his day-to-day life. His addictive attachment to using an old open-reel tape 

recorder is an obvious reminder of Krapp’s Last Tape（２）, in which the protagonist records his 

thoughts on his past year using a battered reel-to-reel tape recorder. Walsh correctly regarded 

Krapp’s Last Tape as “definitely a distant cousin” of his Misterman.（３） The leading character of 

bedbound shouts for joy, “Happy days, Dan Dan. Happy days!”(Walsh 137) just as Winnie in 
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Happy Days（４） cries for joy, “Oh this is going to be another happy day!”(Beckett 279) However, 

except for a few such concrete references, the “Beckettian” labels remain quite vague. It is the 

complex nature of the dramatic themes and the nuances of the emotional and suggestive atmo-

sphere of Walsh’s plays that induces reviewers and the audience to associate them with the 

Anglo-Irish theatre of the absurd, rather than these sparse textual references or quotations.

　　Walsh’s plays draw their vital powers from multiple subtle contexts which previous liter-

ary texts, such as those of Beckett, created. Whether they are cultural or historical or 

sociopolitical, those contexts are “often almost entirely unstated,”（５） yet to be assuredly traced. 

The disembodied voices in Misterman may well remind the audience of All That Fall（６） and/

or Not I（７）, but there is no reference to either of them in the play. The tragicomic male pair in 

Ballyturk（８）, who confine themselves to a limited space and spend endless time in a barren 

conversation and preposterous daydream, may also well remind the audience of Hamm and 

Clov in Endgame（９）, and Vladimir and Estragon in Waiting for Godot（10）, along with Joxer and 

the Paycock in Sean O’Casey’s Juno and the Paycock（11）, Davoren and Shields in O’Casey’s The 

Shadow of a Gunman（12）, but, again, there is neither a quotation from, nor a reference to them 

in the play. The idea of intertextuality ostensibly sounds hollow without textual references 

within any given literary work. Nevertheless, what Walsh received from these earlier writers 

are unstated contexts, which are still discernible because they are “not completely absent.”（13） 

Those contexts include the decline of the church in Ireland, the threat of possible apocalypse, 

the nation’s memories of colonial suppression, the plight of humans in an economically divided 

society, and the despairing marginalization of the socially disadvantaged. They constantly lie 

below the surface of Walsh’s plays, thus validating the playwright as the successor of those 

unstated contexts.

　　One of the chief elements that distorts the contours of the contexts in Walsh’s plays is the 

lack of sequences which point the audience to the scene of the dramatic action. Without these 

sequences to orient the audience, it is difficult to identify the location of subsequent action and 

to relate the subjects to the context. Just like the nowhereness of the location in Beckett’s 

Waiting for Godot and Not I, the anonymity of the situation of the dramatis personae in 

Walsh’s plays prevents the audience from clearly placing them in the history of Anglo-Irish 

drama and from identifying their contexts. This lack of definite sequences can be loosely 

regarded as Beckettian, but it is still difficult to give it a name. Another element that defies 

clear contextualization is Walsh’s attachment to expressionism. Just like “The Scream” by 

Edvard Munch, where there is a figure that has a distorted face, and there is also a visibly dis-
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torted atmosphere and landscape, almost all things around the protagonist, Thomas Magill, in 

Misterman are affected and controlled by his feelings and thoughts. Thus, when Thomas wants 

to have “Jammie Dodgers,” a type of strawberry biscuit, “A packet of Jammie Dodgers drop 

from the sky into his hands” (Walsh 101). Apart from accepting this extreme subjective nature 

as a possible context, the world within the play loses objectivity to the extent that there are 

almost no clues left as to how the play will develop, or indeed will follow plays by other play-

wrights in terms of dramatic themes, or how it will generate any meaning in comparison with 

them. All the audience will see on the stage is simply a representation of the scenery in 

Thomas’s mind’s eye, and his imagined landscape.

　　As a postmodern playwright, however, Walsh is conscious of his own dramaturgy, and 

positions himself at a critical distance from his own plays. By so doing, he embeds an unfamil-

iar element, like a tiny open seam on closely woven material, which will open up a small space 

where the audience can benefit from an objective point of view in his plays. Thomas in 

Misterman is, in his expressionistic world, the role model for every man, and a Christ figure. He 

regards all his neighbors as sinners and kills a local girl as a punishment that he believed she 

deserved. But for all his subjective distortion of the world around him, he appears relatively 

candid when he argues that everyone should be thankful when food is available:

If you can’t wake on the Lord’s day and tidy away the odd pair of underpants, if it is not 

in your spirit to say that the spuds were lovely and that the meat was tender […] well, in 

my book you’re not even fit for pig-fodder. (Walsh 84-5)

Throughout the play, Thomas is obsessed with food, such as Jammie Dodgers, cheesecakes, 

and spuds. He shares this obsession with food with many other characters in other plays̶the 

peasants and servants in W.B. Yeats’s The Countess Cathleen（14）, Algernon and Jack in Oscar 

Wilde’s The Importance of Being Earnest（15）, the characters in Joyce’s The Dead（16）, Estragon 

in Beckett’s Waiting for Godot, the dramatis personae of Tom Murphy’s Famine（17）, and Hamm 

in Endgame. When Thomas puts “spuds” at the top of the food list, he is being unwittingly hon-

est about the tragic historical heritage of Ireland, the Great Famine（18）, a series of grievous 

potato famines of the 1840s in Ireland, something even the expressionistic protagonist could not 

distort. The unexpected revelation of his candidness is also a reflection of Walsh’s aesthetic 

strategy in his dramatic composition because, in order to impress the audience with his expres-

sionistic visions, there must also be non-expressionistic elements in the play to give a solid 
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basis for observation and comparison. The topic of Irish famines is not clearly stated here, 

much less put at the forefront of the play, but it is not entirely absent.

　　Thomas’s revelatory acknowledgment of Irish reliance on “spuds” was duplicated when 

one of two characters in bedbound（19）, Dad, delivers a propaganda-style speech to the Irish citi-

zens, which is complementary to the subtle context of famines embedded in Misterman:

“Great workers of Ireland! Is it not time to drag this priest-ridden, second-rate, potato-peo-

pled country of ours into the twentieth century before we’re spat into the next shagging 

hundred years?” (Walsh 122)

Dad is an ambitious and murderous furniture dealer. He firmly intends to take the lead in the 

furniture business in Ireland̶he has no problem killing those who stand in his way, and con-

fines his “crippled” daughter to a tiny bed. He is a self-appointed revolutionist who looks on his 

contemporary Ireland as an underdeveloped place, whether it is economic (“potato-peopled”) or 

political (“second-rate”) or religious (“priest-ridden”), and who ruthlessly promotes the modern-

ization of Ireland. Dad is obsessed with the idea of providing every Irish home with the 

furniture he sells. His huge ambition is more than about making a profit. There is also national-

ism in his ambition in terms of his promotion of modernization in Ireland. It is hardly a 

coincidence that Dad regards himself as the Michael Collins of the furniture business that is to 

say, an upcoming founding father of a new state:

“Three shops in one day! A fucking record, man!” I swing onto Parnell Street with the 

power of a planet, the grace of a movie star, the Michael Collins of the furniture world! 

(Walsh 140)

The subtly embedded context of “famine,” along with the interrelated motifs of Irish modern-

ization and the incarnation of Michael Collins in today’s consumerist society, all work toward 

the dramatization of a class conflict, and even of an internal war when a rich ex-barrister and 

sophisticated entrepreneur enters the furniture business and outdoes Dad. As expected from 

the ominous personification of Michael Collins, the short-lived and assassinated revolutionist, 

Dad loses in all his maneuvers and buries himself in a small child’s bed, which he shares with 

his daughter. The trajectory of Dad’s life, the life of the vanquished who suffers a complete 

defeat and loses an individual initiative, overlaps with that of the national chaos of post-famine 
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Ireland, a country with no sovereignty or self-determining nationhood. While Thomas in 

Misterman is a twisted Savior figure or a dire evangelist with self-endowed power and the 

right to choose the life or death of his neighbors, Dad in bedbound is a Michael Collins figure or 

a ruthless and ruinous revolutionist. With these dramatic companion pieces, Walsh delivers 

nightmarish metaphors of the church and the state, which “shaped modern Ireland in the mold 

of catholic nationalism” (Hill 356). One century after the Irish dramatic movement, whose 

achievements have inspired many people to make “an exploration and development of their 

own cultural identity” (Roche 197), Walsh reinvigorated the theater as an arena where the audi-

ence could examine the inseparable ideas of religion and nationalism through dramatic 

presentations of an overlap between their personal histories and the national history.

2.  A Voice of the Voiceless

　　Enda Walsh is not the first Irish writer who put the overlapping of personal histories and 

the national history to aesthetic use. The wretched condition of an old wondering woman in 

Yeats’s Cathleen Ni Houlihan（20） turns out to be a national plight. When a young protagonist in 

J. M. Synge’s The Playboy of the Western World（21） sees his image in a mirror (“the divil’s own 

mirror”) at his father’s home and found there a twisted “squint across an angel’s brow” (Synge 

95), the disfigured self-image is not only a personal one but also a reflection of the twisted 

image of the national spirit under British colonial rule. A personal struggle for a distinct iden-

tity and spiritual and economic independence by Stephen Dedalus in A Portrait of the Artist as 

a Young Man and Ulysses（21） overlaps with the struggle for the ideal of independent sover-

eignty on behalf of a nation yet to come.

　　Walsh’s minimal use of stage props in bedbound also has multiple (personal/national) 

dimensions. The only prop of a small child’s bed in a large box of plasterboard is a humble shel-

ter for the down-and-out protagonists as well as the ruin of a disoriented nation following bitter 

civil strife. The bleak set design of bedbound is rich in suggestions, but it is, again, not unprece-

dented. The bare stage in the final scene of Juno and the Paycock is a frank visualization of a 

family’s plight with all the furniture taken away by creditors, and also a symbol of a poverty-

stricken, underdeveloped nation. The empty country road with only a tree in Waiting for Godot 

where Vladimir and Estragon lose their bearings in time and space is a colonial landscape 

where the national heritage was stripped back to almost nothing. Just like the architecture and 

furniture of a house provides its inhabitants “with those stage directions which tell an actor 

how to perform” (Kiberd 369), the design of a stage and its arranged furniture work as a guide 
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to suggest to actors how to act.（23） The absence of such a guide in Juno and the Paycock, 

Waiting for Godot, and bedbound is remarkable. There is almost no concrete clue for actors as 

to how to behave on the stage, bearing close resemblance to colonial lands whose traditions 

and cultural heritage are so mercilessly deprived that the citizens cannot be sure about how to 

continue living.

　　The understated contexts of the (post-)famine plights, the devastating consequences of 

colonial rule, the personal and national destitution and disorientation, the dire class divisions, 

the postcolonial instability, and the pursuit for identity are closely intertwined in Walsh’s plays 

and refuse to be reduced to only of these topics. It is in this intersection of contexts and 

themes that Walsh gives clear voices to his socially isolated and psychologically marginalized 

protagonists, such as Thomas in Misterman, 1 and 2 in Ballyturk, their voice, and, most remark-

ably, Dad and Daughter in bedbound.

　　The two protagonists of the play, Dad, and Daughter, stay cooped up together in a bed-

room, or, more precisely, on a child’s bed. Dad did this of his own volition after he failed 

abysmally in all his business enterprises, while Daughter was confined to her bed by her father 

after she contracted polio, and her body became severely disfigured. Their life is utterly iso-

lated from the outside world, and they become non-existent in society. Within that extremely 

secluded space, they give an account of their life up until then, and they do so very feverishly 

as if their world may vanish when they stop speaking:

Daughter. I see that silence/oh Christ/fill it fast! (Walsh 124)

Daughter. Get the words in my head/they line up/I feel the words line up and use my 

mouth like a cliff edge/they jump/fall fast with an ugly-scream […]. (Walsh 124)

Daughter. He stops his big talk and I see a silence that needs packing with words […]. 

(Walsh 124)

Daughter. I get his story of furniture and then know he must be my dad/ ‘furniture’ my 

whole life up until the walls banging/the walls are getting closer/but I fill the silence and 

let him talk and I act out this Dan Dan and Sparkey and all the men/for what am I if I’m 

not words?/I’m empty space is what I am/what am I if I’m not words I’m empty space […]. 

(Walsh 125)
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Dad. You’ve got the words bubbling up from inside me and making me spit out and talk, 

ya little puke! Now I’ve started I can’t stop! (Walsh 127)

Dad. And I don’t have words for you. I don’t have the right words for you, love. I just want 

to sleep and get back to the silence but I can’t. (Walsh 145)

Since their lives are pitilessly marginalized in their bare existence and their living space is 

reduced to an extravagant minimum (to a child’s bed as the entire sphere of their life), they try 

to psychologically expand the tiny space by their rapid talking. Their obsession with incessant 

talking and their studious avoidance of even a brief silence are tell-tale signs of their fear of 

vanishing, which compellingly drives them to continue to fill the near-empty space and their 

psyche with their words, just as the playwright has to fill blank paper with words to justify his 

existence. Without words, Dad, and Daughter will lose their raison d’être. The unstoppable rag-

ing torrent of their words is their desperate strategy of resistance against this dire act of 

vanishing.

　　Although Walsh does not give any clear reminder of the intertextuality of a voice of the 

voiceless, there exist distinct predecessors in the modern literature and drama of Ireland. As 

early as 1923, Sean O’Casey created a romantic type of character, Davoren, in The Shadow of a 

Gunman, and explored how a person of such sensitive imagination is helpless against the sor-

did reality of a sanguinary civil war within a newly emerging nation. In the face of communal 

violence between Irish radical nationalists and the British force of temporary constables (“Black 

and Tans”), Davoren, a poet, withdraws into his own world, and expands this self-centered 

imaginary realm through his words. Seamus Heaney was also attracted to the same theme, 

representing the sufferings of a confined boy in his “Bye-Child” in Wintering Out in 1972. In the 

poem, a small boy is secretly caged in an outhouse, a story based on a true incident that caused 

a sensation in County Down in 1956（23）, and sees through a chink to the outside and continues 

to live in solitude. The boy in the actual case was deprived of the opportunity to acquire lan-

guage, and the boy in Heaney’s poem is accordingly “incapable of saying anything” (Heaney 59). 

“Bye-Child” can be read as Heaney’s attempt at a vicarious experience of the deep solitude of 

the voiceless boy. In the same year of publication of Heaney’s Wintering Out, a premiere of 

Samuel Beckett’s Not I was given, in which the protagonist, “mouth” tells an ongoing story of 

the miserable life of a woman, who was a child of a raped mother and suffered in her later 

years in an institution run by the church. Its incessant torrent of fragmented utterances gradu-
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ally reveals that, although the protagonist is somehow reduced only to a “mouth,” the mouth 

used to be the woman, and the mouth is struggling for an alternative mode of being even after 

she is dead. Beckett gives a subjective voice to the mouth, the most suppressed of all sup-

pressed people in a male-centered and priest-ridden society. This Beckettian idea of the voices 

of the marginalized and forgotten dead people had already been suggested in Waiting for 

Godot when Vladimir and Estragon detect dead people delivering endless monologues about 

their lives before death. Attracted by the noise that the dead people make, the tragicomic pair 

concurs that “all the dead voices” “talk about their lives” because “to have lived is not enough 

for them” (Beckett 54-5). Just as Beckett stated in an interview (“When you are in the last 

ditch, only one thing is left ── to sing” (Bair 493), the mouth and the dead people in Beckett’s 

plays speak, and speak very frantically, resisting the act of totally vanishing and being forgot-

ten. There were remarkable plays on this theme in the 1980s̶Frank McGuinness’s 

monodrama, Baglady（25）, and Brendan Kenelly’s full-length drama with a substantial cast, 

Medea（26）. McGuinness gave a subjective voice to a female tramp, who delivers an endless 

monologue, and strives to exorcise her sexual trauma. Her fragmented narrative and her status 

as a socially marginalized woman are clear echoes of Beckett’s Not I. Just like the voice of the 

dead in Beckett’s plays have a burning urge to talk about their lives, the baglady has a strong 

impulse to tell of her traumatic experience of being raped by her own father, “What I see I 

have to tell. I have to say it” (McGuinness 393). Her confession of her sexual trauma serves as a 

way of personal salvation, and a sense of catharsis is brought to the stage when she concludes 

her painful confession. Brendan Kennelly worked on the theme too, and gave an independent 

voice to the marginalized woman in Medea in 1991, a play about a counterblast by a woman to 

a male-centered kingdom. The writing in the play stemmed from Kennelly’s traumatic experi-

ence spent in “a cell of rage” in a psychiatric hospital in 1986 (Kennelly 7). His hospital ward, a 

small “cell,” was filled with rage when female inmates, ranging from “about seventeen to about 

seventy” (Kennelly 6-7), vented mainly upon “men, Irishmen like myself” (Kennelly 7). He 

acutely felt “the rage of people who’d been used and abused over the years by men who quite 

often didn’t even visit them in hospital” and that those women vehemently vented their rage 

simply because “they were more conscious [Kennelly’s emphasis] than the men they’d lived 

with, or left, or been jilted or betrayed or beaten up by” (Kennelly 7). The most powerful incen-

tive to write Medea came as the shocking scene that he witnessed: an old female inmate, totally 

devastated, and half deranged, closely facing the wall, and kept shouting at it (27). For the play-

wright, the old woman opened up a space where he could position his own theatrical 
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imagination, and set about his writing. Kennelly turned the inmate’s angry voice, which was 

absorbed by the wall and eternally lost in the void, into the angry voice of Medea, which was 

sharply pointing at an androcentric society. Just like McGuinness’s baglady, Kennelly had to 

speak of what he saw. Dad and Daughter in Walsh’s bedbound are among the latest entrants 

on the list of the voiceless and marginalized. Although bedbound has no direct quotation from, 

or apparent suggestion regarding those writers, Walsh succeeded them and developed the 

theme of the voice of the voiceless. If a plain label is to be attached to Walsh’s plays, it is not 

only “Beckettian,” but also “Yeatsian,” “O’Caseyian,” “Joycean,” and so on. The list will be con-

tinued to the extent that labels are no longer plain, and cannot pin down the intrinsic nature of 

his plays. Walsh delicately triggers multiple literary contexts at the same time in any of his 

plays.

3.  Transformation through confession

　　The compositional structure of bedbound is unique, in that this two-hander is composed 

mainly of each character’s monologues that run parallel to each other and are periodically 

interlaced. In a similar way to the dead voices in Waiting for Godot (“all speak at once” and 

“each one to itself” (Beckett 55)), Dad and Daughter deliver their monologue mainly to them-

selves. Their monologues interrelate and overlap each other once in a while, but lead the 

agonized speakers to seek mutual help and psychological transformation. While Thomas Magill 

in Misterman embarks, as a self-appointed evangelist, on an ambitious enterprise, the redemp-

tion of the population of his town, Dad, and Daughter in bedbound long for the salvation of their 

souls. While Thomas believes in the Word of God, Dad, and Daughter rely only upon their own 

words to desperately pursue their peace of mind. They speak continuously as a possible means 

to gain salvation, and, living in complete isolation, serve as confessors to each other. Since they 

confine themselves to a child’s bed, and they are socially marginalized, such salvation comes, if 

at all, not from a traditional source of salvation, the church, and the clergy, but from their own 

monologues and mutual help. Their small bedroom can be regarded as a secular equivalent of 

the church, and their monologues as personal acts of redemptive confessions.

　　As the authority of the clergy and the church of Ireland has been in gradual decline 

throughout the 20th century, the artistic representations of the importance of mutual aid 

among citizens has been on the increase, which became more obvious by 1985 when conserva-

tive bishops acknowledged that “the battle for traditional Catholicism was lost” (Kiberd 609). 

Brian Friel’s Faith Healer（28） is composed of four long monologues without any dialog among 
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the three protagonists̶a psychic healer, his wife, and his manager. Their monologues slowly 

reveal the harsh details of their life on the road in sheer destitution and of their traumatic 

experiences. The final monologue by the psychic healer depicts the last sequence of his life, and 

implies that the very monologue is being given by the dead protagonist, just like that by the 

“mouth” in Not. Faith Healer is not so much a traditional drama with dialog and action as a col-

lection of confessions, as if it is calling upon the audience to fill the role of a confessor. The final 

moment of Faith Healer effectively presents the protagonist’s feeling of exaltation, being “awed 

and elated” (Friel 376), which suggests he achieves a sense of personal redemption. Brian 

Friel’s Molly Sweeney（29） is also composed of the monologues of a blind wife, her husband, and 

an ophthalmologist. Through the interrelated monologues, the story unfolds of an operation to 

restore the wife’s eyesight, and its fatal consequences, which is the source of the guilty con-

science of those three characters. The ophthalmologic operation in Molly Sweeney is a clear 

reminder of a miracle in Synge’s The Well of the Saints（30）, an anticlerical play, in which a holy 

priest cures the blindness of a female tinker only for it to have a devastating effect upon her 

and her husband. But Friel also elaborated his own dramatic composition and it is more experi-

mental than Synge’s̶each character stays within his/her own acting area and they don’t see 

each other. Here again, Friel, who studied for the priesthood at Maynooth College（31） and 

turned to creative writing, expands the idea of dramatic monologues as a secular equivalent of 

confession with the audience as confessors. Enda Walsh’s Misterman and bedbound are the lat-

est on a list of Irish dramas that fuse anticlerical elements and representations of candid 

confessions among citizens in a post-independent state. While the extreme evangelist in 

Misterman turns out to be a monstrous murderer and continues to deliver his self-absorbed 

monologues, the murderous, self-appointed revolutionary of business in bedbound shows peni-

tence and sincerity in the end. The protagonist in Misterman confines himself to his 

expressionistic inner world. Even when he strolls around in town and visits his neighbors, he 

cannot gain peace of mind because of the lack of a confessor or mutual help. The play calls 

upon the audience to become not his confessors, but impartial witnesses of the consequence of 

his fanatic evangelism. In contrast, Dad, and Daughter in bedbound gradually become open to 

mutual help even though they are socially marginalized and have no choice but to confine 

themselves to an extravagantly secluded space. In this regard, Misterman and bedbound serve 

as a stark censure against the traditional authority of the clergy and the church of Ireland.

　　The nature of spiritual salvation in dramatic monologues or storytelling as confession 

looms most distinctly in the way such monologues or storytelling end. In Tom Murphy’s 
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Bailegangaire（32）, a despotic senile grandmother, Momo, occupies the centre stage throughout 

the play. She is totally bedbound and engaged in endless storytelling just like Daughter in bed-

bound. Momo’s fragmented storytelling centers around a tragic event that led to the horrible 

death of her grandson, but she cannot complete the story, repeatedly stopping one step before 

the end. Her two granddaughters, both of whom suffer as a consequence of their traumatic 

past, encourage Momo to complete her story as an agonizing confession. Momo laboriously con-

cludes the storytelling, reveals the truth behind the fatal accident, and finally liberates herself 

and her granddaughters from their nightmarish past. The mutual help regarding the plight of 

the three women, together with the completion of the storytelling, bring a sense of peace to 

the stage. In Beckett’s Not I, the voice of the protagonist (a “mouth”) “continues unintelligible 

behind curtain” (Beckett 405) before the show begins, and the voice “continues behind curtain” 

(Beckett 413) after the curtain comes fully down at the end of the show. The obvious sugges-

tion is that the storytelling of the mouth never ends, and that the audience catches a glimpse 

of its eternal monologue. It is also suggested that the tragic woman in the mouth’s story is the 

mouth itself, but the mouth does not identify itself with her (thus the title of the play Not I). 

The mouth’s story is an ongoing fragmented confession without any reasoned conclusion. The 

other character on the stage, an “auditor” shows “a gesture of helpless compassion,” and it “less-

ens with each recurrence till scarcely perceptible” (Beckett 405). The mouth and the auditor 

cannot build a relationship and fail to provide an outlet for confession or help each other. The 

perpetual fruitless confession must go on, and a sense of possible salvation is suspended at the 

end.

　　Walsh’s bedbound remains ambiguous in terms of the idea of dramatic confession and spiri-

tual salvation, while Thomas in Misterman is plainly lost to abysmal solitude without any 

redemption or salvation. Daughter urges herself to continue her unvarnished confessions/mono-

logues, which focus on her disfigured body, her profound solitude, and the deep loss of her 

mother. She desperately avoids silence because absolute silence signals her retreat into a voice-

less being, and her inner world will accordingly vanish, and her reality will become 

meaningless. Daughter also encourages Dad to conclude his storytelling of all his failures in life, 

and, most importantly, of his well-guarded secret about the death of his wife. Dad talks through 

the story of the tragic event and his involvement in the death of his wife, just as Momo in 

Bailegangaire talks about a traumatic accident which makes her feel guilty. In Bailegangaire, 

Momo, and her two granddaughters share one bed after Momo painstakingly completes her 

storytelling, which is their way of recovering from trauma. Their peace of mind is articulated 
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by their tranquility. In a similar way, Dad, and Daughter, sharing one bed, show a sign of men-

tal equilibrium after they complete their storytelling and monologues:

She kisses him softly on the forehead. He then kisses her. They sit back and look at each 

other. She listens to the silence for a bit (Walsh 145)

But Daughter is somehow urged to start her monologue all over again at the very end of the 

play. It is possible that her confession may go on forever, just like that of the mouth in Not I, 

and this spoils the sense of spiritual tranquility that Dad and Daughter have just achieved:

I’m in the bed. The panic is gone and all that’s left is ta start over. I get that tiredness 

turn to calm … and I give in to sleep. I let go. Go. (Walsh 146)

Immediately after Daughter delivers her final lines, the wall raises up and completely boxes 

them in with the bed, and the stage lights fade off. The audience cannot be sure if Dad and 

Daughter achieved the psychological transformation and physical power to move on like the 

protagonist of Bailegangaire, or if they remain in eternal damnation like the mouth in Not I. 

Walsh does not provide his dramatis personae with easy escapes, and, by leaving the play 

open-ended, suggests that an easy redemption or a quick salvation cannot be expected for the 

extremely marginalized and socially voiceless in today’s Ireland. Walsh’s bedbound joins the 

artistic context of monologues as confessions that Walsh’s predecessors have constructed, and 

the context itself remains open-ended. There is an expectation that successors’ future texts will 

merge into it. The intertextuality of Walsh’s plays comes from a complex network of literary 

and dramatic contexts rather than from concrete quotations from texts by previous writers.

Conclusion

　　Walsh’s plays resist being simply reduced into one context, and stand at a junction of mul-

tiple contexts and themes. All the plays and novels that I referred to in this paper from the 

period 1899 to 2019 reflect this junction, and construct very subtle and not so obvious contexts 

about famines, colonial plights, national sovereignty, class conflicts, and the marginalization of 

the weak. Enda Walsh blends many contexts and themes of his immediate predecessors, such 

as those of Joyce, Beckett, O’Casey, and Heaney, to prevent criticism of any one of them being 

his definitive element, but still his plays belong to the tradition of Anglo-Irish literature and 
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drama. It is this conjuring up of the contextual complexity that occupies the center of Walsh’s 

dramaturgy.

Notes
（１）　Misterman was first staged at the Granary Theatre in Cork on the 26th of April, 1999, featuring the 

playwright, Enda Walsh, as the protagonist. For the theatre reviews which referred to the shadow of 
Krapp’s Last Tape over Misterman, see the following articles: Matthew Harrison. “Misterman.” Irish Theatre 
Magazine. 11 July 2011, http://itmarchive.ie/web/Reviews/Current/Misterman.aspx.html. Maddy Costa. 
“Misterman‒review.” The Guardian, 19 April 2012,

 https://www.theguardian.com/stage/2012/apr/19/misterman‒review
（２）　Krapp’s Last Tape was first staged at the Royal Court Theatre in London on the 28th of October in 1958.
（３）　Sean O’Hagan. “Enda Walsh: ‘I tried to take a hammer to rural Ireland’.” The Guardian, 1 April 2012, 

https://www.theguardian.com/stage/2012/apr/01/enda-walsh-cillian-murphy-misterman-interview
（４）　Happy Days was first staged at the Cherry Lane Theatre, New York, on the 17th of September 1961.
（５）　Fintan O’Tool. “Culture Shock: Two Samuel Beckett plays in a car park? Unmissable.” The Irish Times, 

21 September 2013, https://www.irishtimes.com/culture/culture-shock-two-samuel-beckett-plays-in-a-car-
park-unmissable-1.1533672

（６）　This one-act radio play was first broadcast by the BBC on the 13th of January 1957.
（７）　Not I was first staged at the Forum Theater, New York on September 1972. The play was more widely 

known by the haunting performance of Billie Whitelaw in a BBC TV version, broadcast in 1973.
（８）　Ballyturk was first staged at the Black Box in Galway on the 14th of July 2014.
（９）　Endgame was first staged in the Royal Court Theatre on the 3rd of April 1957.
（10）　Waiting for Godot was first staged, as En Attendant Godot, at the Theatre de Babylone in Paris on the 

5th of January 1953.
（11）　Juno and the Paycock was first staged at the Abbey Theatre on the 3rd of March 1924.
（12）　The Shadow of a Gunman was first staged at the Abbey Theatre on the 12th of April 1923.
（13）　Fintan O’Toole, ibid.
（14）　The Countess Cathleen was first staged at the Antient Concert Rooms in Dublin on the 8th of May 1899.
（15）　The Importance of Being Earnest was first staged at Alexander’s St James’s Theatre in February 1895.
（16）　“The Dead” is the last story in Dubliners, which was first published in 1914.
（17）　Famine was first staged at Abbey Theatre on the 21st of March 1968.
（18）　The Great Famine, or the Great Hunger, is one of the most frequent themes in the literature and the 

drama of Ireland. The most recent example is The Hunger, an opera staged at the Abbey Theatre, Dublin 
from the 19th to the 24th of August 2019.

（19）　bedbound was first staged at the New Theatre on the 5th of October 2000.
（20）　Cathleen Ni Houlihan was first staged at the Antient Concert Rooms in 1902.
（21）　The Playboy of the Western World was first staged on the 26th of January 1907.
（22）　A Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man was first published as a serial in 1914-15 in the magazine the 

Egoist, and published as a book in 1916. Ulysses was published in 1922.
（23）　The most recent example of the furniture in contemporary Irish theatre is Furniture by Sonya Kelly, 

which was first staged at the Mick Lally Theatre on the 28th of July 2017 by The Druids. In this play, 
pieces of furniture as a work of high art or as a rare antique are hardly helpful in meeting the protagonists’ 



638

demands. Their metaphor of futile traditions is clear.
（24）　The incident caused national and international sensations, notoriously as the case of “a henhouse boy,” and 

many misleading articles appeared in newspapers, such as Belfast Telegraph, Northern Whig, Irish News, 
Belfast News, Belfast News-Letter, and Irish Times. The case has been a source of inspiration for Irish 
artists. Frank McGuinness wrote a drama The Hen House, which was adapted as a TV drama and 
broadcast by BBC2 on the 6th of September 1989. Bernard MacLaverty made a short film Bye-Child in 
2003.

（25）　Baglady was first staged at the Peacock Theatre on the 5th of March 1985.
（26）　Medea was first staged at the Royal Dublin Society on the 5th of October 1988.
（27）　Unpublished interview with Brendan Kennelly on the 1st of August 2004.
（28）　Faith Healer was first staged at the Longacre Theatre, New York on the 5th of April 1979.
（29）　Molly Sweeney was first staged at the Gate Theatre on the 9th of August 1994.
（30）　The Well of the Saints was first staged at the Abbey Theatre on the 4th of February 1905.
（31）　See D.E.S. Maxwell. A Critical History of Modern Irish Drama 1891-1980. Cambridge: Cambridge 

University Press, 1984. p.200.
（32）　Bairegangaire was first staged at The Mick Lally Theatre on the 5th of December 1985.
*The literature search for this paper has been made possible by the financial support of the Grant-in-Aid for 
Scientific Research(C) 2019 under grant no. 19K00461.
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