Translations by Brian Friel
1833. Rural Ireland. The British Army arrives to translate Gaelic place names into the King’s English. A red-coated English Captain Lancey, along with his Lieutenant Yolland, a cartographer from the Royal Engineers, is telling the assembled locals in a small town in County Donegal about the Ordnance Survey mission in Ireland. The year is 1833. Place-names will be Anglicised and the rule of empire inscribed on the land as never before. “Ireland is privileged”, he dares to declare. 

Because he speaks no Gaelic and they no English, he’s using an interpreter – a keen go-between called Owen, the youngest son of Hugh, the hedge-school master in whose rustic pedagogical plot he is standing. Owen translates for the interloper, Lancey, but he shifts the meanings as he does so, softens the blows. 

All this happens in the same tongue – English. We hear and understand what both sides are saying even though they are struck by mutual incomprehension. Theatrically, it’s an inspired device that invites laughter - and yet this is no game: it is history in the making, savage and unstoppable. The scene owes its success to the death of a language. 

Farm-girl Máire finds herself torn between the affections of the local school teacher and the love of a British soldier, between her native tongue and a new language, between the comfort of the world she knows and the excitement of foreign possibilities.

It would be perhaps simple to condemn the linguistic takeover as an act of cultural imperialism, yet Friel's drama is remarkably even-handed. Máire represents a self-determined young woman who chafes at reciting Pliny when she really wants to learn the language that will be more beneficial to her in America. That imperative becomes even stronger when she conceives an attraction for the sensitive English lieutenant, Yolland. Even the imperious, drunken schoolmaster Hugh is prepared to concede that an unsystematic accretion of traditional place names is ultimately a recipe for getting lost. Yet his passionate defence of the native tongue – "full of the mythologies of fantasy and hope and self-deception" – feels like a dark presentiment from a man already fluent in at least two dead languages.

The resulting clash of two worlds threatens the very heart of the community and its identity as the characters struggle to interpret a new language and each other. What gets lost in translation?

