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Humour in Times of Trauma: 

Representations of the Troubles in Northern Ireland Theatre 

 
Vivian Mercier (1962) has written that “no aspect of life is too sacred to escape 

Irish laughter” (p. 248). This statement seems to highlight a trend in Northern Ireland’s 

theatre. When researching theatre companies such as Tindebox and The Field Day from 

the end of twentieth first century until nowadays, one can notice that many plays portray 

The Troubles (1968-1998). Some of the plays depict the conflict trough a certain distance, 

by revisiting classical plays, Seamus Heaney’s plays The Cure at Troy and Antigone are 

examples of this trend; while others propose a more mimetic mode. Christina Reid and 

Mary Jones illustrate this other side of the writing process by Did You Hear the One About 

The Irish Man and A night in November. Interestingly, this two plays show terrible events 

through a humorous perspective, which supports Mercier’s thesis that anything can be a 

reason for laughter, even painful parts of Northern Ireland history. 

After considering plays that present The Troubles through a comic mode, this PhD 

research proposes to study the relation between the comic element and the resonances of 

the cultural trauma present in A Night in November by Marie Jones (1994), The History 

of the Troubles (accordin’s to my Da) (2005) by Martin Lynch, Lally the Scut (2015) by 

Abbie Spallen and Cyprus Avenue (2016) by David Ireland. In order to approach the 

subject of trauma and humour, this research find its basis on the theory of cultural trauma 

by Cathy Caruth, Ron Eyerman and Jeffrey Alexander. 

 Numerous plays have been produced about the Troubles during the period: Over 

the Bridge (1960) by Sam Thompson, The Flats (1971) by John Boy, and Ties of Blood 

(1984) by Graham Reid. In Stuart Marlow’s perspective (1996), that the authors of the 

this period have faced “the difficulty to find a needed distance from the claustrophobia, 

from the physic ghetto and from the psychology of sectarian violence” (p. 147) T Such a 

distance was created through different modes, as mentioned; on one hand the Greek 

tragedy symbolized the conflict, on the other humour in plays worked as a mechanism of 

temporal detachment.  

Marie Jones plays an important role in the Troubles’ representation frame, A Night 

in November remembers a fatidic night in 17th November 1993 one year before the play’s 
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first performance. There is a scene in the play when Kenneth, the main character, takes 

his father-in-law to a football match between Northern Ireland and The Republic of 

Ireland for a place in the World Cup. During the match the protestant Northern Ireland 

supporters sang “Trick or Treat” in a mocking manner. To understand this mockery, it is 

important to point out its context. In the 23rd November, the I.R.A. had exploded a bomb 

in Shankill Road and ten people were killed then. As a revenge, the U.D.A. murdered 

eight people who were celebrating Halloween in a pub in a catholic neighbourhood, it 

was known as the massacre of Greysteel. So, the humour in this scene was noticed inside 

the play, in the manner how some characters received the action, Kenneth’s father-in-law 

sang and laughed along, Kenneth did not. 

In a similar way, The History of the Troubles (accordin 'tom y Da) (2002) uses 

diverse nuances of humour to describe the conflict and, moreover, under dark humour. 

The play is set in 1969 and brings into the stage Gerry, who is celebrating his second 

son’s birth in the hospital. Lynch tells the public how a common citizen became part of 

the I.R.A. organization, and its consequences, such as his prison. The comedy ends with 

the death of Gerry’s son, who has just graduated from Queen’s University, by militants 

from a loyalist/protestant group. In the play, the character Fireball voices dramatic 

circumstances into a dark humour mode, for instance, its own profession deals with the 

lefts of the Troubles: he takes amputated member to the Incinerator Room, and he usually 

states how the amount of work increased since the Troubles started.   

Another play, Lally the Scut (2015), portrays the echoes of The Troubles, however 

the play is not set in Belfast this time but in a village on the border between Northern 

Ireland and the Republic. Lally, the main character, tries to find help from the town 

inhabitants to rescue her seven-year-old son who has fallen into a hole. While a mother 

is desperate for taking the boy out of the hole, the characters in charge have long 

discussion if the hole was in the north or south, so they could know if it was from their 

jurisdiction, by the absurd of the dialogues dark humour colours the play.   

Cyprus Avenue (2016) has a strong inclination for the aesthetics of in-yer-face 

theatre. The play combines violence and humour in a disturbing way. It also depicts the 

problems left by The Troubles in Belfast. Eric Miller lives in Cyprus Avenue. He was 

born and bred in this town and has lived his whole life under the protestant/unionist 

culture. When the play starts, he is on therapy and the reader figures out that he seems to 

be out of his mind. He believes his new-born grand-daughter is Gerry Adams, leader of 

Sinn Féin party. As a consequence of this paranoia, he manages to murder his own family.  
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Each one of the plays slightly described brings a particular kind of humour, and 

they are all connected somehow by the collective memory of a trauma, sorrows that 

shaped how people live, how they see themselves, their heritage, their language, in short: 

a cultural trauma.   

From a semantic point of view, the word « trauma » has roots in the Greek 

language and brings the meaning « wound »; the same applied in the medical field.  In 

this sense, a wound is the result of extern elements’ interference on the body. This 

definition raises questions about the process of healing, and also if it is possible to fix a 

broken body. That seems certain in medical context, because there are successful healing 

procedures for the body, for the physical wound, but are there ways to heal the broken 

mind? Could the memory of pain be relieved?    

Cathy Caruth presents the concept of trauma in Unclaimed Experience (1996) as 

“A wound that cries out”. In this work, the traumatic experience is represented through 

the remembrance of a wound opened in the past. Based on Beyond the Principle of 

Pleasure (1920), Caruth develops the idea of a repetitive pattern of suffering in 

catastrophic situations. According to her reading of Freud, the wound on the mind differs 

in relation to a wound on the body regarding the experience of time, self-awareness and 

the relation to the outside world. 

Such experience of time, in my view, is fundamental to understand the concept of 

cultural trauma. Caruth call trauma a “double injury” that cannot be understood without 

its repetition, in other words, the first wound is not noticed until it is reopened by a trigger: 

a second wound. Besides that, the first time the subject receives the wound there is a 

fragmentation, consequently the subject has no mechanism to assimilate the trauma unless 

it has a further wound that, as Caruth states, “cries out”. Thus, the second wound has a 

voice that can express the trauma lived before, and literature could be a means of 

expression for this voice, a channel to give shape to the pain that trauma brings. In this 

sense, I am inclined to think that literature allows trauma verbalization mainly because 

its mimetic nature. 

In a verisimilitude context, the images that come may be modelled in different 

modes. In ancient Greece, tragedies portrayed the hero’s miseries and bad outcomes. Even 

though comedies depicted absurd circumstances, they also included collective traumas; 

Aristophanes’ comedies can illustrate this thought, since Lysistrata (413 BC) and Peace 

(411 BC) are deeply rooted in the Peloponnesus War. 
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In Northern Ireland, playwrights also have chosen between more tragic or comic 

tons to represent The Troubles; Seamus Heaney have written his own version of Antigone 

using a metaphor technique to deal with this contemporary issue, while David Ireland 

stages the insanity of an extreme loyalist, and by a hyperbolic process his play provokes 

laughter.  

The Troubles are a time when the population suffered many losses, such as loosing 

family and relatives that were killed or disappeared. People also got injuries or even lost 

parts of the body when the bombs where frequent in Irish daily life, the wounds were 

firstly on the bodies, when considering the context, and they left traumatic memories of 

this violence, producing wounds on the minds. Laughing about that seems impossible, 

however it may occur. 

D. Ireland’s play Everything Between Us (2010) stages exactly this possibility. 

Two sisters, Sandra and Teeni, meet after a long period absence. Sandra works for the 

Commission of Truth and Reconciliation, while Teeni refuses the idea that people from 

IRA (Irish Republican Army) have also been victims of the conflict as well as the loyalist 

groups such as UVF (Ulster Force Volunteers) murdered by them. It is a very delicate 

situation victims and perpetrators are blurred categories, both sides have suffered and 

inflicted violence. When Teeni remembers the trauma of receiving their father’s death 

message, there was a police man who told it the family. Teeni describes it as follows: 

 
This policeman said to me ‘Where’s your dolly’s legs?’ and I said ‘I pulled 
them off’ and he made this face of mock-horror ‘You pulled off your dolly’s 
legs! I hope you don’t pull off my legs!’ So I thought this was very funny and 
I started laughing. And when I laughed you looked at me like you hated me. 
[…] You looked at me like, ‘How can you laugh at a time like this?’ (E.B.U, 
edição kindle, Loc. 1313) 

 
Teeni’s laugh in the scene may represent a moment of relieve from the painful 

circumstance throughout they were living. In order to maintain mental faculties, perhaps, 

one may create a space where the sorrows could be suspended for some time. Maybe 

humour in this case could be a survival mechanism. 

Therefore, humour may not be able to heal a wound, but it certainly allows a 

temporary relieve that could place the subject in another dimension, while the time of 

trauma passes by, and one can recover some sovereignty. 
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