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‘It should matter that you are there.’
With these bare words, Louise Lowe, 
writer, director and co-founder of ANU, 
sums up the approach of a cultural 
powerhouse. What ANU has managed 
to create in the last decade to do justice 
to the impact and legacy of the Irish 
revolution has been layered, dynamic 
and outstandingly original. HAMMAM 
brings ANU’s marking of the Decade 
of Centenaries to a finish after an 
astonishing 22 projects since 2013. 
I vividly remember standing in a room 
in Collins Barracks in Dublin in 2015 for 
the staging of ANU’s Pals: The Irish at 
Gallipoli, based on the documented 
experiences of some of the young 
men - friends from sports clubs who 
volunteered for “pals” brigades - who 
enlisted in the 7th Battalion of the Royal 
Dublin Fusiliers. The play did more in 
50 minutes to engage the audience 
in an understanding of the reality of 
the tortured events of that period than 
most academic tomes. It anchored the 
stories in the (documented) voices of 
the participants, with the placing of the 
cast and audience in the actual building 
where the men did their training giving 
the production an added authenticity 
and atmosphere. 
It was a play about smashed bodies and 
minds; mental and physical trauma on 
a harrowing scale, as voiced by one of 
the former rugby playing soldiers who 
could not cope with post war life and the 
memories that haunted him: “I cannot 
unremember”. His resting place was to 
be the railway track at the Dalkey tunnel 
where he placed himself before being 
decapitated by a train.
ANU, with its gifted cast of performers, 
has asked us, repeatedly, to think 
about motivations and consequences, 
about perpetrators and victims and 
the importance of finding space for 
“immersive historical research” to 
breathe. In doing so it has elevated a 

core tenet of public history - the capacity 
to see events through the lens of those 
who lived through them. By “staging the 
experiences of the body in the places 
that contained them” those involved 
with ANU have imbued their approach 
with an intense directness and urgency. 
Whether bringing us in to the 1913 
tenements in Living The Lockout, or 
taking us through the tortured network 
of streets between Moore Street and 
the GPO in 1916 amidst the unknown 
rebels and civilians in Sunder, or placing 
us amongst an IRA unit of dock workers 
in the Book of Names, or giving us a front 
row position in a vital national debate in 
Staging the Treaty, ANU have repeatedly 
complicated the narrative. In doing 
so, they have taken to new heights the 
desire of novelist Sebastian Barry to see 
characters rescueda from the silences 
and the “cold hand of history”. 
This has not been about neat closure 
or resolution, but new perspectives, 
empathy and giving meaning to the 
declaration of writer Seán O’Faoláin in 
the decades after the revolution: “It is 
our job to have a flair, a nose, a hound’s 
smell for the real thing…we have to 
go about nosing for bits of individual 
veracity, hidden in the dustheaps 
of convention, imitation, timidity, 
traditionalism, wishful thinking”.
ANU have consistently unsettled, 
challenged and enlightened us and 
now, in HAMMAM, they bring us to the 
epicentre of the civil war. They have 
demonstrated repeatedly that history is 
not just about what happened, but what 
it felt like, and we are privileged to have 
been guided through the centenaries 
by such a richly creative team, and a 
powerful sense of democratic theatre at 
its best.

Diarmuid Ferriter 
Professor of Modern Irish History, UCD 
November 2023 
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Become a supporter or 
corporate guardian of the Abbey 
Theatre and help us to bring 
inspirational work to our stages, 
schools, and to communities 
throughout Ireland.  
Visit abbeytheatre.ie to find out 
how you can support our work. 

 

Bowl from the Hammam Hotel,  
O’Connell Street, which was held  
by a group of Anti-Treaty IRA led  
by Cathal Brugha. IMAGE: National  
Museum of Ireland Website
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