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THE WEIR RESOURCE PACK- September 2017 
 
The Weir is a play written by Irish playwright, Conor McPherson in 1997. Set in a rural pub in 
County Leitrim in the north of Ireland, The Weir takes place over the course of one evening in 
which five characters share stories about themselves and others; some true, some based on 
local legend or rumour.  
 
Conor McPherson has described The Weir as ‘just people talking’ but the play has had a 
profound effect on audiences, artists and critics all over the world. Indeed, since its first 
performance at London’s Royal Court Theatre in 1997, The Weir has been staged many times 
and in many locations, from Broadway to Australia and Slovenia.  
 
In this resource pack we’ll explore English Touring Theatre’s 2017 production of the show, 
examining the background to The Weir and why it’s still so significant twenty years after it was 
first staged. We’ll also provide exercises to help you to interrogate The Weir practically and 
perhaps take inspiration from some of the ideas in this particular production.   
 
 
 
COMPANY 
 
Finbar      Louis Dempsey 
Jack      Sean Murray 
Valerie      Natalie Radmall-Quirke 
Jim      John O’Dowd 
Brendan      Sam O’Mahony 
 
    
 
CREATIVE TEAM 
  
Writer       Conor McPherson 
Director      Adele Thomas                  
Designer      Madeleine Girling     
Lighting Designer     Lee Curran   
Composer and Sound Designer   Richard Hammarton 
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THE WEIR - SYNOPSIS 
 
 
weir 
wɪəә/ 
noun 

1. a low dam built across a river to raise the level of water upstream or 
regulate its flow. 

○ an enclosure of stakes set in a stream as a trap for fish. 
 
 
The Weir is set within a ‘small rural bar’ within in a house on a farm in North West Leitrim or 
Sligo. It is a windy evening and Jack, a local mechanic in his fifties, helps himself to a drink from 
behind the bar behind before Brendan, the bartender who is in his thirties, arrives. 
 
The two converse and Brendan reflects that he has had his sisters ‘checking up’ on him that day 
and encouraging him to sell his top field of land so that they can buy ‘new cars for their hubbies’.  
 
Jack brings news that Finbar Mack, another local, has begun renting out Maura Nealon’s old 
house to a woman from Dublin, who he will be bringing to the bar that night. Brendan and Jack 
speculate on whether Finbar might be cheating on his wife with this woman. Jack assumes that 
Finbar will feel superior to them: 
 
And he’s going ‘Look at this, there’s obviously something the fuck wrong with yous. Yous are 
single and you couldn’t get a woman near this place. And look at me. I’m hitched. I’m over and 
done with, and I’m having to beat them off. 
 
Jim, another local who is in his fifties, arrives at the pub and mentions that he has seen the 
woman from Dublin around the town. Finbar then enters with the woman, who is in her thirties 
and named Valerie. Finbar stands out from the other men; he drives to get to the pub and wears 
a more ostentatious cream coloured suit, compared to the others who wear anoraks and 
cardigans.  

 
Valerie orders a glass of wine, which entails 
that Brendan must make a special trip back to 
the house to find a bottle. Wine is not 
normally ordered at the bar. There is tension 
between Finbar and the other men; he jokes 
that they are ‘country fellas’ and that they are 
envious of him: 
 
County Leitrim 



 

5 

 
They’re only jealous Valerie because I went to the town to seek my fortune. And they all stayed 
out here on the bog picking their holes. 
 
Later on, Jack tells Valerie a story about the late Maura Nealon, who used to live in the house 
Valerie is staying in. Maura’s mother, Bridie, was known as being a prankster and had always 
joked to Maura and her siblings that she had heard knocking at her front door. Then one night 
Bridie actually began to hear knocking and could feel the presence of something around her. 
However when she found the courage to open the door, nobody was there. It transpired that the 
house had been built on the mythological ‘Fairy road’, where ‘the fairies went to bathe’.  
 

Maura had said that she’d never heard any knocking again until the fifties, when the weir was 
being built. There was also a ‘fierce load of dead birds all in the hedge’. This story and the link 
to the spirits could be symbolic of the supernatural and the past intervening in the present; a 
protest as people tried to exert control over nature and the land around them.  
 
Finbar then recounts a story of his own, reflecting on when he was a young man and Big Finbar, 
his father, had recently died, leaving his farm to him. His new neighbour, Mrs Walsh had asked 
Finbar for help, as her daughter Niamh had been using a Ouiji board and was in a very 
frightened state. Niamh was convinced she had seen ‘a woman on the stairs’ in her house who 
kept staring at her. Finbar called a local Priest who came and blessed the house and the 
situation calmed down. Then Niamh’s brother telephoned Mrs Walsh and said that he had seen 
the ghost of a dead neighbour out in his garden. That night Finbar returned to his house but had 
to stand with his back to his stairs, perhaps fearing that he’d be visited by the ghost of his father.  
 
Jim also has a story of ghosts and he talks about a time when he and another local, Declan 
Donnelly, were given a job by a priest from Glen, a nearby town. The two were tasked with 
digging a grave for a man who was to be buried alongside his wife and child, who had died 
some year before. At the time Jim was feeling feverish and like he was ‘dying with the flu’. Jim 
had noticed, as he waited for the dead man’s funeral to finish that ‘only two or three other fellas’ 
were there for the service. In the churchyard a man in a suit ‘walked straight over’ to Jim, 
enquiring where the dead man was to be 
buried. Jim showed the man the correct 
grave but he was not happy with the 
response: 
 
And he looked at me breathing hard 
through his nose. Like he was holding his 
temper. And he goes, ‘Come on, I’ll show 
you’. 
 
And he stopped a grave. Like a new 
enough one. A white one with a picture of 
a little girl on it.                                                      
                                                                                                                       Jim, played by John O’Dowd 
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And he says ‘It’s this one here’.   
 
Some time later Jim was reading the obituary section of the local newspaper when he came 
upon a picture of the man who had died. Declan Donnelly mentioned to Jim that the ‘fella…had 
a reputation for em, being a pervert’. Jim realised that the man in the churchyard was the ghost 
of the man whose grave he had been digging and to the rest of the bar’s horror, that he had 
‘wanted to go down the grave with the little girl’.                                                                                                               
 
Valerie then excuses herself and goes to the toilet and Finbar gets annoyed at Jim and Jack for 
telling stories that could potentially scare or disturb her: 
 
The woman’s moved out here on her own. For some reason. There’s obviously something going 
on...in her life. I’m just trying to make it easier for her... So don’t be implying anything else. 
 
There is some tension between the three men about Finbar’s intentions towards Valerie and he 
chides Jack and Jim for being single but making no effort to meet women: 
 
FINBAR.  Sure I can’t remember the last time I saw a suit on you. 
 
JACK.  I do often wear a suit. Don’t come in here for the first time in God knows, thinking we’re 

fucking hicks. ‘Cause you’re from round here.’ 
 
The men reconcile and Valerie returns to the bar. She has a ghost story of her own that’s 
important for her to tell to prove that she’s not ‘bananas’. Valerie reveals that she had had a 
daughter called Niamh who was a ‘bright, outgoing and happy girl’. However Niamh felt a great 
deal of fear, particularly at night in the darkness. Like some of the other characters in the play, 
Niamh had seen and heard supernatural things.   

 
...At night there were people in the window, there were 
people in the attic, there was someone coming up the stairs. 
There were children knocking on the wall. And there was 
always a man standing across the road who she’d see. 
 
Niamh felt scared of being left alone and had memorised her 
parents’ and grandma’s phone numbers in case of 
emergency. She had often called Valerie at work when she 
was afraid. One thing that Niamh had loved was swimming, 
and she was excited for a sponsored swim at her school. 
Niamh was eager for her mother  to come and watch but 
that day Valerie was unable to leave work early. When she 
arrived, Valerie discovered that Niamh had hit her head on 
the side of the pool. They were unable to resuscitate her and 
Niamh died, turning Valerie’s life upside down: 
 
Natalie Radmall-Quirke (Valerie)                    
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It happened so fast. I don’t think I have to tell you. How hard it was...It didn’t seem real...I didn’t 
really know what I was doing...just months of this..Just walking around or sitting in the house, 
with Daniel’s mother fussing around the place. Just months of this, not really talking about it like. 
 
Then one day the phone had rung and Valerie hear Niamh’s voice on the other end asking; 
‘Mammy can you collect me?’ from her Grandmother’s house. Refusing to believe it was unreal, 
Valerie had driven over to her mother in law’s house but had not found Niamh there.  
 
The men try and comfort Valerie but also to gently persuade her that she has not really heard 
her daughter’s voice on the phone, and that her grief might be deluding her sense of reality. But 
Valerie refuses to fully believe it: 
 
Daniel felt that I...needed to face up to Niamh being gone. But I just thought he should face up 
to what happened to me. He was insisting I get some ‘treatment’ and then...everything would be 
okay. But you know, what can help that if she’s out there. She still...she still needs me. 
 
After some time Jim and Finbar leave the bar; Jim to return to his mother who he looks after and 
Finbar to his wife. Everyone is on good terms after some of the earlier tension in the evening 
and now Jack tells a story from his life. Jack had had a relationship with a ‘lovely girl’ who he 
had been ‘courting for three years’ but she had wanted the two of them to go and live in Dublin. 
She had moved there and was waiting for Jack 
to join her. Whilst he visited her occasionally, 
something stopped Jack from wanting to leave 
Country Leitrim:   
 
I don’t know why, it was a thing with me that ...an 
irrational fear, I suppose, that, kept me here… I 
couldn’t stand being away. I don’t know why. Ah 
I’d be all excited about going up for...the 
physical...the freedom of it. But after a day and a 
night...I’d had my fill. 
 
After some time, Jack stopped visiting and 
writing to the girl but to his shame, continued to 
receive letters from her. Then one day she wrote 
to Jack to let him know that she had became 
engaged to someone else. Jack attended the 
wedding, feeling very hungover and he smiled at 
the girl as she walked down the aisle. She 
looked back at Jack as if he were ‘only another 
guest at the wedding’.  
 
 Louis Dempsey (Finbar) & Sean Murray (Jack) 
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Feeling ‘like a little boy’ Jack left the church and went to a pub:     
 

The barman asked if I was alright. Simple little question. And I said I was. And he said he’d 
make me a sandwich. And I nearly started crying- because you know, here was just someone 
just...I took this sandwich up and I could hardly swallow it because of the lump in my throat. But 
I ate it all down because someone I didn’t know had done this for me. Such a small thing. But a 
huge thing. In my condition. 
 
Jack explains that he has carried on with his life and that he tries to forget about ‘what might 
have been and what you should have done.’ Brendan offers to give Valerie and Jack a lift home 
and there is a sense of hope that perhaps things will work out more positively for Valerie.  
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THE WEIR- A CULTURAL CONTEXT 
 
 
IRELAND IN THE 1990s 
 
The Weir is set in a pub in rural Ireland in 1997. The 1990s marked a great deal of change for 
Ireland, both economically and socially. This sense of change and development is subtly 
reflected in The Weir, although generally through the characters’ rejection and sense of isolation 
from the outside world. It’s important to understand some of the wider context to Ireland’s 
history and how that has impacted on Conor McPherson’s writing.   
 
IRELAND’S ECONOMY  
 
The Republic of Ireland was first established as The Irish Free State in 1922, following the Irish 
War of Independence when the country separated from The United Kingdom and became a 
separate entity from Northern Ireland. At the time, the country’s population was just under 3 
million. This number continued to decrease each decade due to lack of employment and 
economic stability in Ireland. In fact the country was one of the poorest nations in Western 
Europe when it joined the European Economic Community in 1973 (Which later became the 
European Union).  

 
By the 1980s, Ireland’s economy was 
enduring one of its bleakest periods 
and there was high unemployment 
and mass emigration. In the 1990s 
Ireland regained financial prosperity 
and the country became one of the 
world’s fastest growing economies 
during what was known as the ‘Celtic 
Tiger’ phase, from 1997-2005. The 
government encouraged foreign 
investment, growth in industry and 
increased participation by women in 
the workforce. Ireland evolved into 
being one of the wealthiest and most 

successful economies in the world. This enabled Ireland to reverse its declining population, high 
unemployment and poor living standards.   
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SOCIAL CHANGE 
 
The 1990s also decided key changes in Ireland’s society; 
more traditional and conservative laws were abolished and 
immigration diversified the population and culture. Attitudes 
towards a woman’s role in society changed as women were 
encouraged to work and Mary Robinson (pictured left) 
became the first female president of Ireland in 1990.  
 
In 1995 Divorce became legalised and 1996 marked the 
closure of Ireland’s last Magdalene Laundry. These were 
religious institutions for ‘fallen women’, women and girls who 
were considered promiscuous, criminal or mentally unwell. 
The laundries put 10,000 women and girls as young as nine 
through uncompromising hardship through a regime of fear.  
 
In 1993 the legislation that outlawed Homosexual Acts was 
repealed. This was 26 years after homosexuality had been    

                                                        decriminalised in the UK.  
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THEMES & IDEAS BEHIND THE WEIR 
 
GHOSTS AND GRIEF 
 
VALERIE.  I mean, I knew she wasn’t going to be there. I knew she was gone. But to think 

wherever she was… that… And there was nothing I could do about it. 
 
Each of the characters in The Weir is haunted by people past and present. Significantly for a 
play set in such a homosocial space as the traditional rural bar, most of the ‘ghosts’ are women. 
Brendan has been agitated by a rare visit from his sisters; they are pressuring him to sell off the 
unused top field of the family farm but he cannot bear to part with it. Jim is haunted by his ailing 
mother, who, as Brendan says, is “fading fast”. Having not stepped foot in ‘The Weir’ for years, 
Finbar himself is something of a ‘blast from the past’; the only married man among the four, he 
never mentions his wife, even as he describes the clandestine affairs and a forthcoming 
wedding reception at his hotel. A Dubliner, Valerie has left her home and husband for a fresh 
start far away from the life she shared with her daughter Niamh. Jack cannot forget the ex-
girlfriend he abandoned in Dublin many decades ago. Indeed even the pub itself is haunted, as 
the regulars, surrounded by old black and white photographs, remember long-dead neighbours 
such as Maura Nealon and Freddie Mack. 
 
JACK.  Down in the garage, spinning small jobs out all day. Taking hours to fix a puncture. 

Stops you thinking about what might have been and what you should have done. 
 
Yet along with the dead, the characters grieve for themselves - for missed opportunities, for the 
lives that they might have lived. Valerie, for instance, feels responsible for Niamh’s death, as if 
her late arrival to the sponsored swim somehow abandoned her daughter to drowning. Perhaps 
even Finbar, for all his worldly success, wonders how life might have turned out if he had 
remained in the community and stayed on at the family farm to fill Big Finbar’s boots.  
 

For all their supernatural shadings, McPherson’s plays usually feature naturalistic characters, 
and very often — as it is in The Weir — the most haunting thing a character will experience is 
not a spook or a phantom but rather a poignant suspicion that their own life may have slipped 
away on them. 

 
       Padraic Killeen in The Irish Examiner 
 
Part of the play’s power is the sense that this is the first time these proud but bruised middle-
aged men have expressed themselves with such emotional honesty. While the characters seem 
to achieve some form of catharsis through sharing memories, it is left to us decide whether they 
have truly succeeded in exorcising all of their ‘ghosts’.  
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COMPETITION AND MASCULINITY 
 
BRENDAN.  The dirty bastard. I don’t want him using in here for that sort of carry on. A married 

man like him.  
 
Jack jokingly reckons it is Valerie’s “inspiring” company that has provoked this “strange little 
evening” of ghost stories and reminiscences. It is certainly true that her arrival has a 
destabilising effect on this tight-knit community of men. Both Brendan and Jack disapprove of 
Finbar escorting Valerie to ‘The Weir’ and her drink order (that exotically ‘feminine’ tipple, white 
wine) raises eyebrows - as Jack says, “It’s not too often the… the… wine does be flowing here.” 
With the Ladies toilet out of order, it would seem that the bar has had very few recent female 
patrons. But the men are quickly charmed by Valerie’s genuineness and warmth and their 
banter - especially between Finbar and Jack - takes on a competitive edge as they vie to 
impress her. As they jostle for status, repartee, storytelling, gambling, even who can show the 
most magnanimity, all become competitions: 
 
JACK.  You will not buy me a fucking drink (Short pause.) I’ll buy you one, and that’ll be the end 

of it. 
 
In their contest to be chivalrous, they place Valerie - who was a modern working parent and now 
lives alone - in a position of passivity, refusing, for instance, to let her buy a round. Finbar 
particularly takes on the role of masculine protector and the play’s only major confrontation  
flares up when he rebukes Jim for what he feels was an inappropriate story: “That’s some 
fucking story. To be telling a girl, like.” Revealingly, their argument only occurs after she leaves 
the room. 
 
JACK.  Ah you get older and look back on why you did things, you see that a lot of the time 

there wasn’t a reason. You do a lot of things out of pure cussedness. 
 
The competitiveness and egoism of traditional masculinity is hurting these men. Finbar may 
have bought up “half the town” but not his peers’ respect. Brendan’s stubbornness has left him 
almost estranged from his sisters. Jack is highly defensive about taking Jim’s racing tip: he 
would rather protect his pride and lose on his own terms. 
 
LONELINESS AND COMMUNITY 
 
JACK.  And the future was all ahead of me. Years and years of it. I could feel it coming. All 

those things you’ve got to face on your own. All by yourself. 
 
All of the characters have profound experiences of loneliness. Finbar decides to leave the area 
after his father’s death leaves him alone on their farm. Niamh was terrified of being left alone, 
the memory of which makes Valerie drive across Dublin to collect her despite knowing her 
daughter is dead. Jim’s mother is left on her own with only the television for company during her 
son’s regular visits to the bar. It is Jack, however, who seems to feel the solitude most keenly: 
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JACK.  I’m down in the garage. […] On my own on that country road. You see it was bypassed 

by the main road into Carrick. […] And there’ll you’d be, the only car’d be stopping in be 
someone that knows the area real well. And you’d definitely feel it, like. But you know I get 
down here for a pint and that. There’s a lot to be said for the company. And the… you know, 
the… someone there. 

 
In this hollowed-out rural society, a nameless place that once was “the capital of the county” but 
is now overshadowed by its neighbour Carrick, ‘The Weir’ is the centre of their world, the hub of 
the community. As Valerie puts it, “this is your place.” The character’s affection for the bar is 
evident: Jack feels so at home that he pours his own pints (always paying the correct money 
into the till); Jim barely needs to speak his takeaway order before Brendan has it ready in a bag 
for him; Jack and Jim’s dismay at its invasion by “the Germans” each summer drives them 
reluctantly to another, less local bar. 
 
 This bar is part of a house and the house is part of a farm. 
 
The play’s form reflects the character’s geographic and emotional isolation by letting us 
eavesdrop on a self-contained microcosmic world set in a single room. The wind blows and the 
waters flow over the weir to the sea but inside one room in an old farmhouse there is fellowship, 
good cheer and a warm peat fire.  
 
 
MIGRATION AND MODERNITY  
 
BRENDAN (tending the fire).  That’s some wind. 

JACK (topping up his pint).  It is. 

BRENDAN.  Must have been against you, was it?  
 
Before they have even met her, Valerie is defined by Jack and Jim as a “Dublin woman”, a 
“blow-in” brought temporarily like leaves with the wind. These deep-rooted men seem to be 
hyper-aware of strangers to the area, even if they are not always so sure where they come from 
(“the Germans”, for instance, may not be German). Yet recent times have weakened and 
confused the old ties of birthplace and blood: Brendan’s sisters evidently live out of town with 
their car-loving husbands; even Finbar - born and bred locally, now resident in Carrick - is a sort 
of stranger, who has to be reminded “you’re from round here.” But Jack and Jim have 
themselves both been to Carrick that day and their respective jobs seem to take them across 
the county. No-one - except perhaps Brendan with his attachment to the top field - is as purely 
‘local’ as they claim. 
 
JACK.  But she wanted to go up to Dublin, you know. She would have felt that that’s what we 

should have done. And I don’t know why it was a thing with me that I… an irrational fear, I 
suppose, that, kept me here. 
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Emigration to other countries is famously prominent throughout Irish history; less well-known is 
internal migration to Dublin and other large towns and cities. The pull factor of large urban 
centres - more opportunities to work, live and meet people - seem almost irresistible and the 
townland has been largely fled: Jack, Finbar and Jim’s stories all describe a more populous 
past. ‘The Weir’ itself stands testament to this: all night the bar has only four customers - and 
only two of them have drunk there with any regularity before. Jack, Jim and Brendan - “these 
country fellas”, as Finbar labels them  - are remnants of a once teeming rural community. 
 
FINBAR.  (Winks) They’re only jealous Valerie because I went to the town to seek my fortune. 

And they all stayed out here on the bog picking their holes. 
 
Finbar, on the other hand, has energetically embraced urban life, becoming emblematic of the 
flash city entrepreneur beloved of governments, both when The Weir was written and today. 
The other men find his moneymaking and boastfulness at best a joke, at worst distasteful. For 
Brendan and Jack there is a sense that Finbar is trying too hard and “There’s no fun in that.” 
Even Jim’s “scientific approach” to betting is against “the principle of it”: Jack would rather trust 
to old-fashioned luck. Brendan could monetise his top field as a campsite but does not appear 
to need the income and has no ambition to make more: “I’ll leave the campsites to Finbar, ha?” 
Their loyalty to a slower, more fatalistic way of life and disinterest in pursuing more lucrative 
business ventures stands them in stark contrast with both Finbar and our own status-driven, 
money-hungry times. 
 
FOLKLORE 
 
FINBAR.  There’s all this around here, Valerie, the area’s steeped in old folklore, and that, you 

know. 
 
Peppered with Irish colloquialisms - “gas”, “the Knock”, “cod”, “lulah", “headbanger” - The Weir 
is a celebration of the Irish oral tradition. The evening’s tale-telling starts - literally - with a fairy 
story but, just as the faerie road runs through Valerie’s new house, the stories quickly move 
closer to home, becoming successively less supernatural and more personal. Irish folklore - 
specifically the ghost story - allows the characters to reveal their own realities, to express what 
has been unsayable for them until this moment. ‘The Weir’ itself takes on a mythic quality, as, 
like its namesake, it controls and releases deep and powerful waters - both the medicinal 
‘waters of life’ and the more profound streams of memory.  
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AN INTERVIEW WITH ADELE THOMAS 
 

What about is about The Weir that 
speaks to you personally? 
 
I’m from a small community and it’s been 
really interesting thinking about the nature 
of community and what it is to grow up 
somewhere which has a really specific 
sense of its own identity because it’s 
against the rest of the world to some 
degree. It really moved me as we’ve been 
working on the play. It’s brought to the 
surface the memories of people if you’re  
from a small place, what the actual 
preconceptions are of the people that live 

there. I grew up in a town called Port Talbort, which is routinely known as the joke of Wales. It’s 
very industrial with a huge steelworks at the edge of the town and to some degree, it’s the 
opposite of County Leitrim or to Lehan in Leitrim which is where we’re setting this. That place is 
incredibly small with a tiny population, it’s a huge county of 610,000 kilometers but it’s only got a 
population of 30,000 people and Port Talbort has a population of 40,000 and it’s much denser, 
hugely industrial. It’s the opposite, but both places suffer from being the butt of the joke of the 
rest of the country so I found that really interesting, it’s so specific and so beautiful in how it 
depicts that.  
 
There’s a really interesting line in the play that gets me everytime I hear it, it’s from Jack, who  
owns a tiny garage. Jack has very few customers passing and the reason is because someone 
had built a road past the garage, so what was once a prosperous business is now failing 
because there’s no artery connecting the community to it. In the early sixties Port Talbort was a 
thriving beach town and then they built the M4 and demolished half the town. It means that the 
people there are psychologically bypassed, no-one stops in Port Talbort, no-one goes into it, 
noone actually turns up and that gets me every time Jack says it, that idea that the world has 
built the road away from you and that you’ve been abandoned is really moving, and that’s very 
personal for me.  
 
What has been your relationship to The Weir in the past? 
 
It’s something that I read years ago and loved. When ETT approached me about directing it I 
guess, like a lot of people, I had a set idea about what it was about, about people drinking in a 
pub and it’s about ghost stories. Coming back to it, I was just amazed by how rich and 
extraordinary it is as a play, the layers, not just these five characters who are beautifully wrought 
but the entire community around them going back 150 years, all of the ghosts of the past. The 
origin and the development and the life of this community is so present and so real, it’s just 
extraordinary, it feels like we could spend a year rehearsing this play easily and still want more 
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time to do it. It’s incredibly rich and ghost stories are the last thing it’s about, it’s about being a 
human being and there are certain plays you work on and you think this is about everything, and 
this definitely feels like one of them. Connor McPherson captures the human spirit in 
extraordinary realness and universality in this piece. This little pub becomes the entire world, it’s 
like the entire planet outside of it is unfathomable darkness and we don’t know what’s out there. 
 
How has working with the set designer impacted your take on the play? 
 
It’s interesting because what we’re trying to do in the room is make something that’s incredibly 
real but what me and Madeleine wanted to do was to add a poetic, metaphorical surrounding to 
that. So the pub isn’t fully realised, it’s almost like there’s a real pub and we’ve sliced into it at a 
really strange angle. We’ve picked up this slice, and then it’s suspended on a high shining black 
void space with a black floor which makes the pub a mirror of itself in the floor, and I guess 
reflects that question of what’s on the other side of this?  The pub itself feels like it’s floating in 
complete blackness so you’ve got nothing but this weird slice of life. The void was very 
important to us. The play is called The Weir and there’s something about that idea of a structure 
that stops or halts or contains, it’s stopping the flow of things, all of these people, they’re stuck 
where they are, or they’ve chosen to be there, or they didn’t get out, they haven’t moved on and 
the darkness of the water in the weir is reflected in that. And then there’s the character of 
Valerie who loses a child in water. People asking the question of ‘what is on the other side?’ is 
so important. 
 
Why do you feel this revival of The Weir is timely?  
 
It’s really interesting, we did a lot of research into what was happening in the nineties when this 
play was written and Ireland was going through huge changes.  
 
The year of the play was the year that the Magdalene Launderies were finally shut which was a 
dark thing in Ireland’s history. It was during the same decade that Mary Robinson became the 
first female president in Ireland, divorce was finally legalised around this period, homosexuality, 
which was decriminalised in Britain in 1966, was decriminalised in Ireland in 1993. The EU was 
funding Ireland enormously and the Celtic Tiger period which hailed mass economic 
development for Ireland was on the cards. It’s really interesting that Conor McPherson made a 
play about people not wanting to change at a time where everything was changing. 
 
Where we are now, I think the world feels like it’s balanced in a really strange place at the 
moment. For the first time in my life I feel like the world could change irrevocably tomorrow for 
the worse, or for the better if we do stand up and revolt against it all. It feels like we’re poised on 
such a moment, and who knows, we might not get to do the show because Donald Trump might 
push the button. It’s interesting that we are where we are with Brexit, this idea of boundaries 
and place and who we are and national identity versus local identity. And a fear of change, 
Brexit happened because people don’t want to move into the future, they want to cling on to a 
romantic, nostalgic version of what the past was like and of course you’ve got to move forwards, 
you can’t stay still, you can’t go backwards. 
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What are the biggest challenges for you as a director in presenting The Weir to an 

audience?   
 
There’s loads of detail in it so feeling like we’ve 
even come close to honouring the level of detail 
that it needs is hard. It’s very still so personally I’ve 
got to hold my nerve with not wanting people to 
run around stage. Finding the contours of the play 
and the theatricality as it’s so hyper naturalistic, it 
can very easily become a mumbley play about 
people in a pub and it’s about keeping the 
urgency. It’s set on a big day for everyone and on 
first reading it’s quietly in the DNA of the play, 

rather than sitting directly on top sometimes.  
 
What exercises have you been doing to enable the actors to unlock the text?  
 
We’re uniting the play at the moment and have been looking at objectives and obstacles and 
have spent a lot of time talking about the characters and backstory on stage. There’s so much in 
the backstories to work out first before you can even get on with anything.  
 
What was your journey into directing and what advice would you give to young people 
trying to break into it?  
 
I didn’t discover directing until quite late although I realised early on that I’d been doing it for 
years, I used to be in the school play when I was really little. I’m from a working class family and 
I didn’t realise you could be a director, it didn’t seem like something in a million years that that 
would actually be something that I could do. It’s hard work and you’ve got to really be motivated 
and love it. I did a show in my last year at university and then I got the bug and then I wrote to 
every single Welsh theatre company and asked if I could get some work and thank God one of 
them came back and said yes. Then I thought, this will be easy and then of course didn’t get 
any work after that for years and years and had to struggle!  
 
The most important thing is to watch theatre and to contact people if you really like their work. 
People are really generous about supporting people who are passionate about theatre. I wrote a 
letter to Rufus Norris before he was the artistic director of the National Theatre. I liked his work 
so I contacted him. He was really generous and we went for a coffee. Reaching out to people is 
very helpful because if people like you and they see you’re really into it they’ll get you onboard 
to come in and assist and that kind of thing.  
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WORKSHOP ACTIVITIES 
 
WARM UPS FOR STORYTELLING 
 
You            5 mins 

Simple one word warm up to focus and settle group and encourage confident public speaking. 

- Everyone standing in a circle, right hand raised. 
- The first person lowers their hand, pointing at another student and saying the word ‘You’. That  

person lowers their hand to point at a different ‘You’ and so on until everyone has lowered 
their hand. 

- Repeat this pattern a few times until everyone feels comfortable with it. Swap places in the 
circle. Repeat the pattern.  

- Swap places again. Repeat pattern, this time without pointing. 
- Swap places again. Repeat pattern with eyes closed. 
 
Speaker’s Corner                   10 mins 

Public speaking confidence-builder. 
- Standing on a chair (or soap box if one is available), volunteers must speak continuously for 

one minute on topics (inspired by The Weir) such as: 
• Something that makes me really angry. 
• My oldest memories of home. 
• My worst nightmare. 
• A favourite thing I have lost. 
- Audience responses are encouraged! 
- Discussion: What speeches got the liveliest responses from the audience? What was it about 

them that we enjoyed so much? 
 
Automatic Storytelling                  10 mins 

Quick exercise to make inventing stories less intimidating. 

- Students work in pairs, deciding who will be the ‘Storyteller’ and the ‘Audience Member’. 
- Audience Members leave the room, while the Storytellers ‘invent’ their tales. 
- Explain to Storytellers that we will answer the Audience’s questions Yes or No. We will answer 

No to every question beginning with a vowel. After two No’s in a row we will answer the next 
question Yes.  

- Invite the Audience back into the room. Explain that they have to guess the details of their 
partners’ stories with Yes / No questions. 

- Partners play, the Audience Members unwittingly creating the story as they go. 
- Ask Audience Members to share the stories that were revealed to them. 
- Explain that they created stories out of nothing with their questions and curiosity. 
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DEVISED STORYTELLING 
 
Blocks & Offers                   10 mins 

Exercise to encourage participants to embrace spontaneity and make less obvious choices.  
- Students work in pairs, deciding who will be the ‘Storyteller’ and the ‘Audience Member’. 
- The Storyteller starts telling a story. If the Audience Member is dissatisfied with any aspect of 

the story, they should interject immediately with the block No, it / they / s/he didn’t. The 
Storyteller must instantly adjust their story and continue. 

- Students swap roles and repeat process. 
- When both partners have had a turn using the blocks, the Storyteller starts a new story. If the 

Audience Member is bored by the story and would like to move in a different direction, they 
should interject with the offer Nevermind the ______, tell me about the _______. Again the 
Storyteller teller should accept this and adjust their story accordingly. 

- Students swap roles and repeat process. 
- Discuss at what moments participants choose to block or make an offer and why. How did you 

keep your audience interested? 
 

Statues             20 - 30 mins 

Students use visual stimulus and questioning to generate stories. 

- Students work in pairs, deciding who will be the ‘Artist’ and the ‘Clay’. 
- The Clay stands in neutral and allows themselves to be moved by the Artist into a pose, which 

they hold.  
- Set a few ‘commissions’ as practice, challenging Artists to mould their partners in to different 

animals, professions or famous people or characters. Once each Artist has completed their 
artwork, they move to the side of the room until only statues remain in the centre. 

- Then ask Artists to shape their partners into brand new characters of their own invention.  
- Pick an interesting statue. Ask the group questions about the person they see depicted: What 

are they doing? Where are they? Are they alone? There are no right or wrong responses. 
Encourage variety. Follow up responses with further questions, building up details about the 
character.  

- Repeat with several statues.  
- Students swap roles and repeat process. 
- Everyone then has 5 minutes to develop a 1 minute story based on their statue character, in 

the first person and past tense like the stories in The Weir. 
- Share stories. 

Variations: 
- Use Boal’s famous ‘Colombian Hypnosis’ exercise to create more abstract physical shapes.  
- Pick a group of statues and place them close together. Use the same questioning process to 

develop stories and relationships between these characters. 
- Ask students to ‘animate’ their statues without words, drawing on the details, incidents and 

backstories suggested by the group. This can help them visualise their stories as a bridge into 
verbal narratives. 
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NATURALISTIC STORYTELLING 
 
Two Truths, One Fiction              5 - 10 mins 

Quick game to show what qualities can make fiction feel credible and the truth extraordinary. 

- Students work in pairs or small groups. 
- Each person has to share three statements about themselves: two truths and one fiction. The 

aim of the game is to choose and present the lie convincingly so that the rest of the group 
can’t correctly guess which is which. 

- Discuss what made specific fictions credible and truths incredible.  
 
Truth in Fiction            20 - 25 mins 

Students examine dramaturgical techniques used to make characters’ ghost stories both 
credible and extraordinary. 
- A student reads the following extract aloud. 
 
Valerie has recently lost her daughter Niamh: 
 
VALERIE.  But, and then one morning. I was in bed, Daniel had gone to work. I usually lay there 

for a few hours, trying to stay asleep, really. I suppose. And the phone rang. And I just left it. I 
wasn’t going to get it. And it rang for a long time. Em, eventually it stopped, and I was 
dropping off again. But then it started ringing again, for a long time. So I thought it must have 
been Daniel trying to get me. Someone who knew I was there. 

 So I went down and answered it. And. The line was very faint. It was like a crossed line. 
There were voices, but I couldn’t hear what they were saying. And then I heard Niamh. She 
said, ‘Mammy?’ And I… just said, you know? ‘Yes?’ and she said… she wanted me to come 
and collect her. 

 I mean, I wasn’t sure whether this was a dream or her leaving us had been a dream. I just 
said ‘Where are you?’ 

 And she said she thought she was at Nana’s. In the bedroom. But nana wasn’t there. And 
she was scared. there were children knocking in the walls and the man was standing across 
the road, and he was looking up and he was going to cross the road. And could I come and 
get her? 

 And I said I would, of course I would. And I dropped the phone and I ran out to the car in just 
a t-shirt I slept in. And I drove to Daniel’s mother’s house. And I could hardly see, I was crying 
so much. I mean, I knew she wasn’t going to be there. I knew she was gone. But to think 
wherever she was… that… And there was nothing I could do about it. Daniel’s mother had to 
get a doctor and I… slept for a day or two. 

 
- Snap poll, students voting with their feet: If you think Valerie actually heard her daughter’s 

voice, move to the left side of the room. If you think she was imagining it, move to the right 
side. 
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- Discuss individual students’ reasoning for the way that they voted.  
- In pairs or small groups, students examine handouts of the same extract, highlighting anything 

that sheds light on Valerie’s experience eg. “I usually lay there for a few hours, trying to stay 
asleep, really.” Is she suffering from depression? 

- Drawing on discoveries from Two Truths, One Fiction activity, discuss: How does the writer 
make Valerie’s story believable? How does he undermine her? 

 
 
 
STAGING AND DESIGN 
 
Chair Characters                 10 mins 
Quick exercise introducing simple principles of scenography. 
- Define a ‘stage’ at the end or centre of the room. Place five chairs on the stage.  
- Ask the students to imagine that the chairs are now people: What is going on in this scene? 

Ask follow up questions to develop their scenarios.  
- Move the chairs and ask further questions to generate new scenarios. 
- A volunteer positions the chairs in such a way that one character is isolated. Are there any 

other ways of showing this?  
- Students present scenarios inspired by incidents from The Weir. Can you position the chair 

characters to show - 
• a fight? 
• four people trying to impress a fifth person? 
• the reaction to an inappropriate story? 
• five friends parting?  
• a melancholy atmosphere? 
- Each scenario has been presented using ‘actors’ who cannot talk, move or show facial 

expressions. How was this possible? Students identify techniques used eg empty (negative) 
spaces, distance/proximity, points of focus, etc.  

 
Stage Setting                 20 mins 
Students consider some of directorial / design decisions made when staging The Weir. 
- This is McPherson’s description of the Stage Setting: 
 

A small rural bar. 

A counter, left with three bar taps. The spirits are not mounted, simply left on the shelf. There 
are three stools at the counter. 

There is a fireplace, right. Near this is a low table with some small stools and a bigger, more 
comfortable chair, nearest the fire. There is another small table, front, with a stool or two. 
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On the wall, back are some old black and white photographs: A ruined Abbey. People posing 
near a newly erected ESB weir. A town in a cover with mountains around it. An old television 
is mounted up in a corner, right. There is a small radio on a shelf behind the bar. 

A door, right, is the main entrance to the bar. A door, back, leads to the toilets and a yard. 

This bar is part of a house and the house is part of a farm. 

 
- Google images of ‘Rural Irish bar’. Students list distinctive features. 
- Students read McPherson’s Stage Setting description (printed on interactive white board or 

handout sheet.)  
- Individually, in pairs or small groups, students draw diagrams of the Stage Setting, using the 

questions and provocations below to expand and distill their ideas. Encourage them to  
- While McPherson’s description may sound like he has made all of the staging decisions, there 

are actually dozens of crucial creative choices for the director and designer to make in order to 
translate the play’s world from page to stage.  

 
• What size stage would you ideally like? Do you want the set to be life-size or larger? Cramped 

and claustrophobic or spacious and empty?  
• Where will the audience sit and view the play? All on one side, like at the cinema? On three 

sides, close to action? In the bar itself? What effect do these different stagings have on the 
audiences relationship with the performers? 

• Small counter or long? What effect does the length of the counter have on the characters? eg. 
is there any way of making them feel more claustrophobic or, alternatively, more isolated? 

• How many bottles of spirits? What is the effect of having a large number of bottles as opposed 
to one or two? 

• How many stools? Does the number of seats affect the atmosphere in the room? Is it 
important that all the characters have somewhere to sit or does it make it more interesting if 
some are forced to stand? 

• How high is the ceiling? What effect does this have on the characters and atmosphere? 
• How will you give the audience a sense of the weather? Lighting or Sound effects? 

Projection? Wind machine? 
• While the set is all one room, can we see into any of the other spaces in the house? 
• How will you give the audience a sense of the bar being part of both a home and a farm? 

Personal touches? Mud on the floor? Farm equipment?  
 
- Director Adele Thomas talks of wanting with her designer Madeleine to “make something 

that’s incredibly real but […] add a poetic, metaphorical surrounding to that” to bring a sense 
of the weir, the water and the night’s darkness into the bar setting. To this end they sliced the 
bar “at a really strange angle” and suspended it above a shiny black floor, which reflects the 
performers and other set elements like water. Their staging is both naturalistic and 
expressionistic. 
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• How will you bring the folkloric world of ghosts and faeries into your design? Are there other 
themes (such as traditional masculinity or migration) that you can express in your design? 

 
- Share students’ designs, discussing their similarities and differences and the students’ 

reasoning behind their creative decisions. 
 


