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Notes





The text is based on Joyce’s story ‘The Dead’ from the collection Dubliners (1914).


TIME AND PLACE


6 January 1904, Dublin, Ireland.





Two events haunt The Dead. One is the Irish Famine (1845–1848), which occurred within the childhood of Kate and Julia Morkan, and would be an abiding memory to all the guests at this dinner. The other event is in the future: within five years of the publication of Dubliners, Dublin would see the Easter Rising (1916) and the War of Independence, gaining the country a limited freedom, making Dublin a capital city.


MUSIC


I have deliberately chosen to incorporate the songs of Thomas Moore into the play. Prior to James Joyce, Moore was the most internationally renowned of Irish authors. The Morkans, their family and friends would be steeped in his poetry. The text of Moore used here is The Poetical Works of Thomas Moore (Green, Longman, Roberts and Green, London, 1863).





Other musical texts are ‘Under the Greenwood Tree’ from As You Like It, ‘I Dreamt I Dwelt in Marble Halls’ by Balfe and ‘She Dreams over Rahoon’, a poem by Joyce himself, and ‘Let Me Like a Soldier Fall’. These have been chosen for reasons I hope the play itself makes clear. How much of each song is to be sung the production itself must decide.


PRODUCTION STYLE


This is of course determined by director and designer, but I have chosen to keep the stage as clear as possible for dialogue, movement and music. The extent of propping – e.g., whether a table should feature in the dinner scene – I leave to the intricacies and shape of the production.



















Characters







Gabriel Conroy


Gretta Conroy


his wife


Julia Morkan


his aunt


Kate Morkan


her sister


Mary Jane Morkan


their niece





Lily


a maid in the Morkans’ service


Mr Browne


a Protestant friend of the family


Mrs Malins


a relation


Freddy Malins


her son





Molly Ivors


a guest


Miss O’Callaghan


a guest





Miss Daly


a guest


Miss Furlong


a guest


Bartell D’Arcy


a guest


Mr Bergin


a guest


Mr Kerrigan


a guest


A Porter


in the Gresham Hotel





Dancers


Servants


The Voice of Michael Furey






















THE DEAD



























Act One








It is the 6th of January, the Feast of the Epiphany and the last of the twelve days of Christmas.


The year is 1904 in the city of Dublin.


In near darkness the cast assemble to sing in chorus, ‘Oh, Ye Dead’, from Thomas Moore’s Irish Melodies.




Chorus




Oh, ye dead! Oh, ye dead! Whom we know by the light you give


From your cold gleaming eyes, though you move like men who live,


Why leave you thus your graves,


In far-off fields and waves,


Where the worm and the sea-bird only know your bed,


To haunt this spot, where all


Those eyes that wept your fall,


And the hearts that bewail’d you, like your own, lie dead?





Through the singing of the second verse, the chorus begins to disperse.




It is true – it is true – we are shadows cold and wan.


It is true – it is true – all the friends we loved are gone.


But O, thus even in death


So sweet is still the breath


Of the fields and the flowers in our youth we wandered o’er


That ere condemn’d we go


To freeze mid Hecla’s snow


We would taste it awhile, and dream we live once more!








By the verse’s end only one shadowy figure remains, bathed more in darkness than in light.


It is a delicate, indeed frail, young man, but he possesses a magnificent tenor voice that reprises the opening of the song.


Voice




Oh, ye dead! Oh, ye dead! Whom we know by the light you give


From your cold gleaming eyes, though you move like men who live,


Why leave you thus your graves, why leave you thus …





The voice and the young man fade.


There is a shaft of light.


Up and down this shaft of light, a young woman, Lily the maid, races.


She carries gentlemen’s coats taken from invisible hands in the darkness and given to invisible hands at the other end of the darkness.


Lily complains to herself as she runs.


Lily I am run off my feet – I am literally run off my feet.


A bell wheezes.


Aunt Julia’s voice sounds in the darkness.


Julia Lily.


Lily races back and forth with another coat.


Aunt Kate’s voice sounds in the darkness.


Kate Lily.




The bell wheezes repeatedly as Lily races to carry more coats.


Aunt Julia’s and Aunt Kate’s voices sound in the darkness.





Julia Who’s there?





Kate Lily.


Julia Lily.


Kate Who’s come?


Lily answers to herself as she continues carrying coats.


Lily The whole of Dublin and his wife, and they’re all wearing heavy overcoats.


Mary Jane’s voice sounds in the darkness.


Mary Jane Lily.


Lily races along the patch of light.


Aunt Julia and Aunt Kate call in unison.


Julia/Kate Lily – Lily.


Lily stops suddenly in the light.


Lily Blessed Virgin, give me strength. Tell me I mustn’t complain. It’s only tonight this is like a madhouse. Every year the same – on the last day of Christmas, January 6th, the Misses Morkans’ annual dance and dinner. And it’s as well for me I don’t have the ladies to cater for – Miss Julia and Miss Kate have converted the bathroom upstairs to a dressing room – so I tend to the gentlemen and their coats, but some of them are fussy as women –


The wheezy bell rings to interrupt her.


Aunt Julia and Aunt Kate appear in the growing light.


Julia Lily –


Lily Yes, Miss Julia –


Kate Lily –


Lily Yes, Miss Kate –


Julia Has Gabriel arrived yet – is Mr Conroy here?





Kate Is Gretta with him – is Mrs Conroy here?


Lily They’re here, Misses Morkan.


Gabriel and Gretta Conroy appear.


Their hands and clothes have a light covering of snow.


Oh, Mr Conroy, Miss Kate and Miss Julia thought you were never coming. Goodnight, Mrs Conroy.


Gabriel I’ll engage they did, but they forgot my wife here takes three mortal hours to dress herself.


Gabriel scrapes snow from his goloshes.


Lily Miss Kate – Miss Julia, here’s Mrs Conroy.


Aunts Julia and Kate come to kiss Gretta.


Julia Welcome one and all –


Kate Warmest welcome – the last day of Christmas – it rushed this year, it really did – two weeks ago Our Saviour’s birth and the next breath it’s the Feast of the Epiphany –


Julia Stop talking, Kate – poor Gretta must be perished with the cold –


Kate Perished alive with the cold –


Julia Is Gabriel with you?


Kate Did Gabriel come with you?


Gabriel Here I am right as the mail, Aunt Kate. Go on up, I’ll follow –


The women have already left Gabriel.


They go, laughing, into the darkness.


He stands in silence as Lily waits for his coat.


Lily Is it snowing again, Mr Conroy?





Lily pronounces Gabriel’s surname with three syllables – Coneroy – a Dublin dialectism.


It is as if her question wakens Gabriel from his reverie.


He smiles, tossing some snow off his overcoat and handing her his goloshes.


Gabriel Yes, Lily, it is snowing again, and I think we’re in for a night of it.


A faint noise of a piano playing a waltz can be heard.


Lily, you’re growing up. I’ve known you since you were a child –


Lily My pa’s been caretaker since your aunts moved here – he says that’s thirty years or more –


Gabriel You used to sit on the lowest step nursing a rag doll –


Lily That’s not today or yesterday, sir.


Lily is folding the overcoat carefully.


Gabriel Tell me, Lily, do you still go to school?


Lily No, sir – I’m done schooling this year and more. I’m a working woman now.


Gabriel Oh then, I suppose we’ll be going to your wedding one of these fine days with your young man, eh?


Lily glances at him bitterly over her shoulder.


Lily The men that is now is only all palaver and what they can get out of you.


Gabriel blushes and turns away from her.


He flicks actively with his muffler on his patent-leather shoes.


Take my word for it, sir – when it comes to Irish men, all I can say is that there’s where Aughrim was lost.





Gabriel The Battle of Aughrim –


Gabriel’s polished lens and bright gilt rims screen his delicate, restless eyes.


He pulls his waistcoat tightly about his body.


Lily All hope gone, sir, for the poor Irish after the beating at Aughrim – and it’s the same with the state of the men – hopeless, sir, hopeless.


Gabriel takes a coin from his pocket.


He thrusts it into Lily’s hand.


Gabriel Lily, it’s Christmastime, isn’t it? Just – here’s a little –


He walks rapidly away from her.


Lily follows him.


Lily Oh no, sir! Really, sir! I wouldn’t take it.


Gabriel Christmastime! Christmastime!


He waves his hand in depreciation.


Lily Well, thank you, sir.


Lily walks away, leaving Gabriel alone in a patch of light.


Music, at some distance, sounds.


Gabriel takes a piece of paper from his waistcoat pocket.


As he reads a tenor voice sings faintly, ‘The Wreath You Wove’, by Thomas Moore.


Tenor








The wreath you wove, the wreath you wove


Our emblem well may be.


Its bloom is yours, but hopeless love


Must keep its tears from me!














Gabriel Good old Tom Moore and his Melodies. That’s what they want – or some well-worn phrase from Shakespeare. I quote Browning and his thought-tormented music – why? This whole speech is a mistake from first to last.


Gretta enters, attended by Aunts Julia and Kate as Gabriel pockets the speech.


Drawn over the tops of her ears, Aunt Julia’s hair is grey, as is her face.


Aunt Kate’s face is healthier, puckered and creased like a red apple.


Braided in the same old-fashioned way as her sister’s, Kate’s hair has not lost its ripe nut colour.


Julia and Kate kiss Gabriel.


Julia Our favourite nephew.


Kate Gretta tells me you’re not going to take a cab back to Monkstown tonight, Gabriel.


Gabriel turns to Gretta.


Gabriel No, we had quite enough of that last year, hadn’t we? Don’t you remember, Aunt Kate, what a cold Gretta got out of it? Cab windows rattling all the way, and the east wind blowing in after we passed Merrion. very jolly it was –


Kate has been nodding her head.


Kate Quite right, Gabriel, quite right –


Gabriel Gretta caught a dreadful cold.


Kate You can’t be too careful.


Gabriel But as for Gretta there, she’d walk home in the snow if she were let.


Gretta laughs.





Gretta Don’t mind him, Aunt Kate. He’s really an awful bother. What with green shades for Tom’s eyes at night –


Julia Now, little Tom has eyes like Gabriel’s – delicate –


Gretta And he makes him do the dumb bells – he even forces Eva to eat the stirabout –


Kate Nothing better than porridge for a growing girl, they say –


Gretta The poor child – she simply hates the sight of it. But you’ll never guess what he makes me wear now?


Gretta laughs, glancing at Gabriel.


The aunts join in her laughter.


Gabriel’s eyes wander from her dress to her face and hair.


Kate Gabriel is always a solicitous man.


Julia Gabriel is always solicitous.


Gretta Goloshes. That’s the latest worry. Whenever it’s wet underfoot, I must put on my goloshes. Tonight he even wanted me to put them on, but I wouldn’t. The next thing he’ll buy me will be a diving suit.


Aunt Kate doubles up with laughter.


Gabriel pats his tie reassuringly, smiling nervously.


Aunt Julia directly looks into Gabriel’s eyes.


Julia And what are goloshes, Gabriel?


Kate Goloshes, Julia. Goodness me, don’t you know what goloshes are? You wear them over your – over your boots, Gretta, isn’t it?


Gretta Yes. Guttapercha things. We both have a pair now.


Aunt Julia nods her head slowly.


Julia Goloshes – guttapercha things.





Gabriel It’s a hard plastic, Aunt Julia.


Aunt Julia continues to nod her head.


Gretta Gabriel says everyone wears them on the continent.


Julia Oh, on the continent.


Julia wanders away.


Gabriel is slightly angry.


Gabriel It’s nothing very wonderful, but Gretta finds the word ‘goloshes’ funny. The sound reminds her for some strange reason of Christy Minstrels –


Aunt Kate interrupts tactfully, briskly.


Kate Tell me, Gabriel – of course you’ve seen about a hotel room. Gretta was saying –


Gabriel The room is all right – I’ve taken one in the Gresham.


Kate To be sure – by far the best thing to do. And the children, Gretta – you’re not anxious about them?


Gretta Oh, for one night Bessie – Bessie will look after them.


The wheezy bell sounds.


Kate To be sure. What a comfort it is to have a girl like that – one you can depend on –


The wheezy bell sounds again.


Where’s Lily to answer that bell? That Lily, I’m sure I don’t know what has come over her lately.


Gabriel What is wrong with Lily?


Kate She’s not the girl she was at all – Where is Julia?


Gabriel Why is Lily so angry? I –





Kate Where is Julia gone? Julia – where have you gone, Julia?


Julia appears.


Julia He’s here – Freddy Malins, he’s arrived.


Kate Is he screwed?


Julia I can’t say for sure.


Kate Is he with his mother?


Julia Mrs Malins is here with him. She’ll put manners on him.


Dancers begin to enter the stage.


Kate Gabriel, like a good fellow, see if Freddy is screwed. You’re his cousin – he’ll listen to you – don’t let him up if he’s drunk. I’m sure he is.


Gretta, Kate and Julia clap hands.


All is transformed into a mass of colour, noise, impeccably dressed men and women, dancing a waltz.


These are the guests at the Misses Morkans’ dinner dance.


They include members of the family, friends of the family, members of Julia’s choir, Kate’s and Mary Jane’s pupils.


The celebrated tenor Bartell D’Arcy is there, as are Freddy Malins and his mother.


Also in attendance are Mr Browne, a Protestant friend of the family, and Miss Molly Ivors, a friend of Gabriel’s and Gretta’s.


The young men and women assembled come from respectable Catholic families.


The gossip of Dublin spreads through the gathering as it always must in any gathering of that city.


There is a break in the dance.





Kate Thank you for the beautiful waltz – didn’t it make lovely time, Julia?


Julia Indeed, Kate – indeed.


They mingle with their guests.


Miss O’Callaghan It’s living up to tradition – the Miss Morkans’ dinner –


Miss Daly It’s never once fallen flat.


Miss O’Callaghan It deserves to be – so generous of them –


Miss Furlong They can afford to be – we pay a pretty penny for their music lessons –


Miss Daly And you can afford to pay them. It’s well known they only take pupils from the better families on the Kingstown and Dalkey line –


Miss Furlong I make no apologies for coming from where I do –


Molly Nor should you – you’re like these good ladies. You all know how to make a pound go a long way.


Miss Furlong I have it on the best authority they do buy only the best. Diamond-bone sirloins, three-shilling tea, the best bottled stout –


Miss O’Callaghan Who gave you this information?


Miss Daly Who do you think? She’s been pumping that little maid for the ins and outs of all that happens in this house.


Miss Furlong They work her to the bone. That’s how I know they always get their money’s worth. But she is quite loyal – they may be fussy, but she gets on well with her three mistresses. The only thing they can’t stand is back answers.





Molly Then we’d better soften our coughs tonight.


The women laugh.


Miss Furlong They must be rolling in money. Don’t they own this big house in Usher’s Island?


Molly They do not – they rent it from a Mr Fulham, the corn merchant. He’s their landlord –


Miss Furlong They could be thrown to the streets, so?


Molly Indeed, so don’t beggar them dining tonight –


The women laugh as Aunt Kate joins them with Mr Browne. The faint words and music of Moore’s ‘Unbind Thee, Love’, accompany the following scene.


Voice








Awake thee, boy, awake thee, boy,


Too long thy soul is sleeping.


And thou may’st from this minute’s joy


Wake to eternal weeping.


Oh, think this world is not for thee,


Though hard its links to sever:


Though sweet and bright and dear they be,


Break, or thou’rt lost for ever.











Kate Mr Browne, I’m sure you have the honour of meeting these young –


Browne Do the introductions, dear Miss Morkan – I’m the man for the ladies –


Kate Miss O’Callaghan – Miss Daly – Miss Furlong – Excuse me, I must see to the refreshments –


Lily arrives with Browne’s large whiskey on a tray.


Browne But I must see the ladies served first – Can I invite you to some punch –


Miss O’Callaghan No, thank you, Mr Browne –





Browne Hot, strong and sweet –


Miss Furlong We never take anything strong.


Molly Ivors leaves the company.


Browne turns to Lily.


Browne Fetch three glasses of lemonade. You could have filled that better.


Some young men have gathered at the fringe of the company.


Browne takes the whiskey and sips it.


God help us, it’s the doctor’s orders.


The three young women laugh musically, their bodies swaying in slight unison.


Miss Daly Oh now, Mr Browne –


Miss Furlong That is a fib –


Miss O’Callaghan I’m sure the doctor never ordered anything of the kind.


Browne takes another sip.


Browne Well, you see, I’m like the famous Mrs Cassidy – She is reported to have said –


Browne’s accent turns into a very common Dublin patois.


‘Now, Mary Grimes, if I don’t take it, make me take it, for I feel I want it bejasus.’


The three young women stand in shocked silence.


They simultaneously turn their backs on Mr Browne.


He looks at the young men who have been eyeing this scene.





Miss Daly What was the name of that pretty tune I’ve just heard?


Browne Let this be a lesson to you, lads.


Miss O’Callaghan One of Thomas Moore’s, I’m certain.


Browne Never let the Dublin tenements into this assembly.


He gives a croaking laugh as the young men distance themselves, to be collared by Mary Jane.


Miss Furlong It’s called ‘Unbind Thee, Love’ – a particular favourite of Mary Jane’s. She had me play it one year at her pupils’ concert –


Miss O’Callaghan chants.


Miss O’Callaghan All-together-now –


The three young ladies speak simultaneously.


Trio In the upper rooms of the Ancient Concert Rooms.


Miss Furlong How often were we displayed there?


Miss O’Callaghan Well, we’ve all been put through our paces. There she is, Mary Jane herself. Oh dear God –


Miss Furlong What is it?


Miss O’Callaghan Why is Mary Jane wearing that dress? Isn’t it the same as last year?


Miss Furlong Perhaps she’s making do.


Miss Daly I wanted to say nothing in front of Molly Ivors, but I’m certain she is. There’s not that much money in this house. Mary Jane is the main prop – she has the organ in Haddington Road Church. Without her wages, there would be no more feeding of the multitudes –
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