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Spurred by the suggestion that the ‘committee particularly welcomes papers which address cross-cultural issues’, my contribution is based on the fruits of a book I am editing on comedy in contemporary Irish performance. An array of about 15 theatre academics and practitioners are writing on the subject – while many of them are Irish, a 

number, like myself, were born elsewhere and now reside in Ireland, affording an intriguing ‘inside/outside’ perspective. I now have several essays in hand, and the bulk should arrive over the next several weeks. I have no doubt that I will have sufficient time to distill and focus their various illuminations into a personal, engaging paper, even though this abstract will appear incomplete. 

As humour in the theatre relies on shared, unspoken thoughts and prejudices between practitioner and spectator, it might be said that there is no better way to open a cultural psyche for inspection than to observe the avenues by which it looks for laughter in clearly marked public performance. Ireland has a longstanding literary reputation for sharp and subversive wit, as detailed in past generations by Vivien Mercer in The Irish Comic Tradition (1962) and David Krause in The Profane Book of Irish Comedy (1982). But Irish culture is undergoing radical changes on the back of the so-called Celtic Tiger of prosperity. What, today, can be observed about the nature of theatrical joking on this island, and what are the implications for cross-cultural discussion?

Of the pieces I have received, a German-born essayist remarks insightfully about cross-cultural ethics and the grotesquely comic rural-Irish plays of Martin McDonagh, himself an outside/insider, who has always lived in London, but spent his formative summer holidays in Ireland. A Nigerian-born essayist notices an ironic parallel between his ‘outsider’ status, readily romanticised by the Irish natives, and the title figure in Synge’s 

Playboy of the Western World. 

Elsewhere, a lecturer from Belfast makes incisive points about the ability of theatrical humour to transcend highly charged political positions in his divided community. And an Irish director, having worked with several Dublin playwrights in recent years, discusses his thoughts (and theirs) about the contemporary personalities of Irish comedy. 

I am confident in my eventual ability to marshal these and selected other essays into a focused, compelling assessment of the workings of theatrical humour as wielded from a variety of angles crossing Irish culture. 

