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is the common love ritual in The Seagull. Constantine humbles
himself before Lily, Lily before Aston, Pauline before Doctor Hickey,
Hickey before the great actress Isabel, Isabel, again, before Aston, or
so it seems, and Aston before nobody but himself, since it is clearly
only himself he loves. Yet there is an honesty in Aston’s self-love
remarkably absent in the other professions of desire on the play. If
Chebutykin’s drunken monologue in Act 3 of Three Sisters is
Chekhov’s sly homage to King Lear — the telling reference to
Shakespeare and his dismissive critic Voltaire at the beginning of
Chebutykin’s disgust — then the sexual shenanigans of The Seagull
bear a more than passing resemblance to the self-admiring posturings
of Twelfth Night. In the Chekhovian context, however, it is not
music but theatre which is the food of love. And so in Act 1 a stage is,
literally, being built upon the stage, another mirror to distort those
who thrive on reflective distortions of themselves. It is for
Constantine’s play the stage is being built, and he himself is another
mirror, a particularly dangerous one, for he, the playwright, is to
his mother, Isabel, the actress, her mirror. “At the age of twenty-
five I remind her of ... I don’t know.: When I’'m around she’s forty-
three and looks fifty. That is why she ... cannot love me.” To win
that love Constantine will display an Oedipal jealousy, but it is not
a father he will regard as the key rival. It is Isabel's art he will
wish to obliterate from the face of the stage. The moral war waged
between competing generations in this house is histrionic in
character. Constantine does not want to rewrite Isabel’s true Bible,
her rehearsal script. He wishes to burn it. His weapon in this war is
Lily, the aspiring actress, and Isabel’s is Aston, the successful writer.
To Constantine Lily stands as the positive opposite to all that
Isabel’s art means to him, “Everything unreal, unreal costumes,
unreal complexions, unreal feelings. All served up in that polite,
dead language. No roots. No contact with nature, with people.” Yet
Isabel’s art is precisely what Lily openly desires. It is the
compulsion to act, to play a part and thereby win fame, that draws
her to this house, irresistibly. Even as an apprentice she is
sufficiently skilled to flatter Constantine away from such suspicions
by her powerfully simple flirtations with him, explaining her
reason for being here as, “It’s the lake. It draws me over just as if I
were a ... seagull. I feel for you.” The feeling has its intended effect.
As surely as Isabel can win over a sophisticated audience in London
or Dublin, so Lily draws from Constantine uncritical, unthinking
admiration. He is her first author, first director and first audience.
To his judgement she is playing the part of the innocent to unblem-
ished perfection. His response is rapturous. Rapture is, indeed, the
remembered response to all performances discussed in Act 1 of The
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way in the future to the onslaught of threatening pain. Gregory
reminds the dying Peter that “every house must have its guard dog.”
The security of the guard dog’s warnings can turn in changed times
into the savagery of its attack, and who can truly guard under threat
as this one is, at the end of its world, at the beginning of another.
They themselves meet the threat with fantasies. To Mary’s direct
admission she loves only Constantine, Hickey replies, “Everyone’s
upset. It seems the whole house is the same. What’s come over us?
Everyone in love with everyone else ... And what can I do, Mary?
What can I do for anyone?” The doctor in Chekhov’s plays can
always be trusted, his diagnoses are invariably wrong. No one in this
play is in love with anyone else. They are in love with pain, with
deception, with flattery, with their art or their inheritance. And it
is Mary who holds the surest key to open the secrets of this society.
Therefore, as in Act 1, she opens Act 2, as she opens every act of the
The Seagull.

111

Mary hints that her pain will drive her to suicide. Isabel meets
these threats with protestations of her own eternal youth, her sweet
lightness of mind, and her ability “to play Juliet if I so wish to-
morrow”. The obvious nonsense of these statements paradoxically
underline their obvious sincerity, and this note of sincerity gives to
Mary’s dramatic threats a dangerous quality, a danger that starts to
spread through the whole play when it becomes manifestly clear
that Mary’s suicide will not be sharp and short but the slow ending
of the alcoholic. Mary’s words of pain are let pass like air, their
double meaning is ignored, for the semantic game that Isabel and
Hickey indulge in is the play of meanings around the word ‘woman’
and the word “actress’. Are they synonymous with ‘angel’ or “devil’?
Isabel displays her intelligence by using her powers of linguistic
analysis to let rhetoric decide that ‘angel’ is the correct term, there-
by flattering herself and also, ironically, boring herself. Boredom is
the attendant experience to all triumphs. Once one winning moment
has been gained it is time for another challenge. Hers is a nature
that must fly or fidget from subject to subject, her occasional moments
of piercingly clear strategies blinded by her determined refusal to
apply such saving strategies to the way she leads her whole life.
Isabel possesses an unenviable capacity to turn clarity into cant. That
lack of insight deprives her of a centre, and while she may act
brilliantly, she is incapable of acting on her own initiative when she
is offstage. Her advice to both Mary and Lily — be independent,
beware of praise — turns in her mouth into stock, useless parroting,
seeing as how she steadfastly cannot do the same thing herself. She
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anything, just now, to be you, to step into your life, to see what it
would be really like.” Now being given ultimate authority, Lily
returns the desire, listening attentively, unquestioningly, to Aston, so
that she might learn to be like him, an artist, successful, famous,
and, above all, changed, “to be famous. To live in London. To have
people talk about me, write about me ... Well, what was it like? To
be famous? How are you changed by it?” To Lily, Aston’s life is
‘beautiful’. He is one of those who know what they are doing with
their lives, “chosen as if a light had picked out their faces in the
darkness. You're such a person. You are one of those who has given a
meaning to life.” Aston thrives on this ‘dangerous Irish air’. Thereby
intoxicated, he articulates his aesthetic credo, or, more precisely,
his aesthetic doubt. He describes writing as a mechanical, obsessive,
reductive operation. People come to exist only for his observation.
His art is not beautiful, but pathological. The disarming starkness of
this confession to Lily, “obviously an intelligent, sensitive young
woman”, gives Aston sufficient space to dominate this discourse.
Before this utterly believing audience, he creates his character,
exercising his authority to such an omnipotent degree that in winning
her he is also warning her, simultaneously charging and absolving
his conscience. Words become the writer’'s weapon to shoot the soul of
the Seagull as surely as Constantine’s gun shot its body. In the midst
of his self-laceration he offers one small hope, “I do try to change. I
go to the theatre.” This professed desire for change connects him
firmly with Lily whose desired means of change is through theatre
also. Aston plays, of course, an old, effective trick. He looks for the
love of a good woman to save him. Now in full flight, he pleads
inarticulacy, and with gorgeous fluency speaks of how he must
destroy in order to create. “You think I am insane?” he asks, and at
this most public moment of his private terrors, having most strongly
impressed upon Lily the seriousness of his literary intent, the
singlemindedness of his devotion to it, he now classifies himself as
‘second-rate’. He has just given an unquestionably brilliant perfor-
mance, sufficiently secure to reveal convincing moments of profound
self-doubt, a performance superbly orchestrated in its rhythmic
patterns of self-perception, beautifully constructed in its flattering
manipulation of its listener, and so the time is right for him to play
his trump card. He claims not to have been acting at all, “I detest
public exposure of any kind. Certainly I would never write a play
and actually attend an opening night. How demeaning!” This is
what truly wins him the game. He has used actorial devices to
dismiss himself as an actor. The subterfuge that lies at the very
centre of human behaviour in The Seagull stands most concealed,
most revealed here. Lily naturally falls for it. The more he finds to
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so, but there are other lives for the taking here, as is evidenced in
the climactic showdown between mother and son which is about to
occur. Isabel’s meanness with money is well established and
reinforced by her refusal to Uncle Peter even to buy clothes for
Constantine, who is dressed “like a tinker”. Yet whatever else may
be said of this woman, she has beyond doubt worked for her money.
Unlike Peter, she will not be easily separated from it. Yet the
meanness with money has about it a certain madness. She uses money
neither to buy affection nor to make enemies, but her hoarding nature
reveals a deep instability, an inability to equate love with giving. It
is as if she can prove ultimate love by withholding it, as she does
first with Constantine, when threatened, and later with Aston, who
threatens her in a different manner. Yet her power is centred in her
capacity to love. Her touch Constantine believes is healing, divine,
changing his bloodied bandages, “When you touch me, nothing is
painful, dearest Mamma.... Your hands, such beautiful shapes. They
heal like the hands of a saint.” He tries to return solely to
childhood memory, she resists, and the attempted intimacy between
mother and son descends eventually to a form of blackmail as the
child Constantine begins to demand total attention from the mother,
identifying his rival as Aston. He makes no confusion between the
role of father and lover. It is his mother’s lover he openly resents for
being such, taking from him as Aston does, his mother Isabel’s
healing touch. Constantine identifies their love as corruption
manifested in Aston’s writing, which he accuses Isabel of being
infected by, “You have sold yourself to the most decadent theatre in
the world, aping the boring lives of boring people before boring
audiences.” Her counter-attack is revealing, “You ignorant little
Irish wretch.... My God but you are your father’s son, the same low,
common mind. How dare you comment upon my art! How dare you!
You are nothing but the son of a Galway pedlar! ... Tinker!” He
blasts back with the accusation she is a ‘miser’. The miser and the
pedlar have bred a tinker, the Anglo and the Irish have created
Constantine, and he is emperor of nothing, for now he repudiates all
his work, “all turned to ashes, dust. All gone. I cannot live. I cannot
breathe.” Only Isabel can give him the hope to continue living,
writing. She insists on being brave, which is to believe. She wins his
promise to be civil to Aston, to stop any silly business with guns, and
in saving his sanity, she still finds time to worry that she “must look
an absolute wreck”. It is another magnificent performance. Within
the space of a single scene Isabel has played the roles of financier,
nurse, mother, lover, shrew, sycophant and confessor. Even by her
own high standards it is a bravura performance, and the rapid
transitions have come quite naturally to her. Through the brilliant
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real love. Pauline defines this perversity exactly when she remarks
to her daughter Mary, “I see what’s wrong, dear, in your life, | know.
I've been through the same hell. No one can be expected to 80 on
living without ever knowing true love.” With sublime irony,

80 away somewhere else, with James, and “when we settle there [
will forget — thig place. I'm going to tear out my love for him from
my heart.” Time has dealt these people an unkind blow. It has not
changed them, it has not freed them. In their lack of change 1
their coarseness, their ignorance. Mary can argue that Constantine
needs this room because it offers him €asy access to the garden, “It’s
just perfect for Someone who wishes to write, to think beautiful
thoughts.” In The Seagull, as Acts 1 and 2 prove, the garden is a
Place of deceit, despair and defeat, as is the whole house, Defeat

fear’, but he hasg NO cure to relieve the truth of Peter’s situation, “]
might never have existed, all those years.” At this point Constan-
tine enters the company to tell them about Lily. She has had a child
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worried about my baby before it — a seagull.” Lily enters the stage
as a wise child, and leaves it as a mature adult. Constantine is left
fatally suspended in his defining state of anxiety, hoping only that
“Mother doesn’t see her. I hope no one sees her. It would upset mother
frightfully if she were to know.” Being made of sterner stuff, the
created abandons the creator, for in Chekhov the work of art has no
sympathy for its artist. Between life and work there is no corre-
lation. “Masha, sister,” haunts Three Sisters to no avail. Chekhov
will die, his sister will live. The cry will go unheard. The secret
will remain untold. The card game begins again at the conclusion of
The Seagull. The stuffed seagull is produced. The play is performed
again. Candles are lit. There is a muffled sound. Doctor Hickey
explains it away as a bottle of ether exploding in his bag. Doctor
Chekhov reminds us that in the middle of this anaesthetic, in this
makeshift library, something moves. It is the doctor drawing the
writer to him, Hickey whispering to Aston, the information that
“Constantine has shot himself.”

VI

Chekhov’s last play, The Cherry Orchard, begins with the moti-
vation of a dead child. Like Kilroy’s Tea and Sex and Shakespeare,
The Seagull ends with a dead child. All is leading to that lost pulse.
Kilroy finds it. The surface text of the version will itself reveal the
brilliance of the transposition of Chekhov’s Russia into Ireland. The
most cursory reading of any of his plays gives one the security that
Kilroy’s research goes without saying. It is not the purpose of this
essay to verify that research. Rather it is to acknowledge that
Kilroy’s model in undertaking this version of The Seagull is neither
Aston nor Constantine but Chekhov himself. He has produced a work
of art worthy of its title. He reminds us that the seagull is a
scavenger, thriving on what humans discard, pecking through its
sordid, sad remains of experience, finding there sustenance to soar, to
see, to hear a voice from the trees, changing us indelibly. On 8 April
1981 Irish theatre came of an age. It made Chekhov its own. Thomas
Kilroy’s is the achievement.
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