The Book of Irish Writers, Chapter 27 - Dion Boucicault, 1820-1890

Everything about the Dublin born Dionysius Lardner Boucicault was excessive. 

He wrote more than 150 plays - frequently borrowing, translating, or simply stealing the works of others. 

His plays were mostly melodramas with spectacular settings and effects: in one a house burns down, while in another the heroine is drowned. 

It’s better to think of Boucicault’s theatre as mass entertainment - bearing more resemblance to Hollywood blockbusters than to present-day theatre. 

He made - and lost - several fortunes: according to one estimate his plays earned $25 million dollars over a 35-year period. 

Boucicault made his name, at 21, with the comedy London Assurance at the Theatre Royal, Covent Garden in 1841. Sir Harcourt Courtly and his son Charles both want to marry Grace Harkaway – the father for money, the son for love. After much confusion, love wins.
Despite its title and English setting the play has strong Irish connections. The character of ‘Dazzle’ is described as:

… the best liar in London – there is a pungency about his invention, and an originality in his equivocation, that is perfectly refreshing. 

When we know that Dazzle was originally to be called Ignatius Mulfather, we can place him in the long line of Irish rogues going back through the comedy of Farquhar, Goldsmith and Sheridan.  The play also foreshadows the subversive wit of Oscar Wilde, as when the servant ‘Cool’ remarks of his master:

This is the most serious affair Sir Harcourt has ever been engaged in ... If he continues to conduct himself in this absurd manner, I shall be compelled to dismiss him. 

Success confirmed Boucicault in his lifelong habit of living beyond his means. 

A trip to Paris in 1844 provided both a new source for plays - Boucicualt was able to steal plots from the French stage – and his first wife, Anne Guiot. They married in London in 1845 – but Anne died three years later amid rumours that Boucicault had married her for money. This is possible - even though in that same year he was made bankrupt for the first, though not the last, time.

In 1850, when he was 30 years old, Boucicault began a successful association with the actor-manager Charles Kean. He also began an affair with Agnes Robertson, a young actress and Kean’s ward. To escape Kean’s disapproval the couple eloped to America.
Although successful throughout the 1850s, it was in 1860 that the first of Boucicault’s really enduring plays appeared. This was The Colleen Bawn. Hardress Cregan and his mother are broke. His mother persuades Hardress to marry the wealthy Anne Chute – but he’s already secretly married to Eily O'Connor, a beautiful fair-haired girl who has many admirers - including the roguish Myles-na-Coppaleen. 

Agnes – Boucicault’s wife - played Eily O’Connor, the Colleen Bawn herself. 

Boucicault played the role of Myles-na-Goppaleen. 

While many have accused Boucicault of perpetuating the stage Irishman, he declared that his aim was to abolish that stereotype. Myles is certainly a new variation: quick-witted and roguish, he’s also noble enough to give up his love for Eily so that she can marry a better man.

I’m like the boy who had a penny to put in the poor-box – I’d rather keep it for myself.

Queen Victoria professed the play ‘thrilling’.

The 1870s saw a long decline but Boucicault still had one more ace to play. This was The Shaughraun.  

It opened in New York in 1874 and in London the following year. The hero is Robert Ffolliott, a young Irish gentleman and a member of the republican ‘Fenian Brotherhood’. But Robert's sister, Claire, is in love with an English soldier, Captain Molineaux, whose mission is to arrest Robert.  Parts of the play involving Molineux and Claire foreshadow Brian Friel’s play Translations. 
The central figure of the play is Conn the Shaughraun. Conn is a poacher who helps Robert escape some close shaves and is a typically lovable Irish rogue - who, for example, pretends to be dead so that he can attend his own wake!

The success of the London production, led Boucicault to petition for the release of Fenian prisoners - though as a contemporary cartoon cynically noted, the cause of the Fenian prisoners benefited less than publicity for the play.

Boucicault played the Shaughraun for the rest of his life. He toured America with it and in 1885 took it to New Zealand and Australia. There, aged 65, he married the 21-year-old actress Louise Thorndyke. Separated but not yet divorced from Agnes, he responded to charges of bigamy by challenging the legality of his original marriage!

In his late 60s he finally gave up acting, and ran an acting academy: this provides the setting for Stewart Parker’s 1986 play Heavenly Bodies - which just goes to show that even after taking his final bow, Boucicault’s influence on Irish theatre goes on.

