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            ‘Edna O’Brien might be the ultimate Joyce’s woman: she has used him as a lodestar throughout her literary career, neither daunted by his dominance nor intimidated by his bawdiness … [The play] provides a singular biographical view of James Joyce, his literary achievements juggled alongside the intensity of his real life. And while Joyce may have loved all these women represented on the stage, the primary love affair here is between Edna O’Brien herself and the ghost of a literary hero.’ Irish Independent

            ‘Offers its heroines visceral freedom … [Scenes] brim with strange, effervescent energy that channels the modernist spirit of Joyce’s writing.’ Financial Times

            ‘O’Brien’s dreamlike, reflective play brings Joycean language to life … Joyce’s Women dismisses present-day debate about separating art from the artist … [Instead, it] explores the process of “transmuting the daily bread of experience into the radiant body of everliving life” in all  its complexity.’ New York Times

            ‘Admirably ambitious … offers breathtaking moments  of vision and a bracing refusal to pin people to certainties.’ Observer

              ‘There’s no cancelling of James Joyce here … O’Brien has never been a puritan. Hers is a big, forgiving, human soul. Though her writing is often vivid, she’s always seen the world in shades of grey.’ Irish Examiner
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             Premiere Production

         

         Joyce’s Women was first performed at the Abbey Theatre, Dublin, in a co-production between the Abbey Theatre  and Eilene Davidson Productions, on 17 September 2022.  The cast, in order of appearance, was as follows:

         
             

         

         Zozimus  Bill Murphy

         May Joyce  Deirdre Donnelly

         Nora Barnacle  Bríd Ní Neachtain

         Brigitte Zimmerman  Hilda Fay

         Lucia Joyce  Genevieve Hulme Beaman

         Martha Fleischmann  Caitríona Ní Mhurchú

         Harriet Shaw Weaver  Ali White

         Stanislaus Joyce  Patrick Moy

         James Joyce  Stephen Hogan

         Young Boy/Waiter  Emmet Farrell

         
             

         

         Director  Conall Morrison

         Set Design  Sabine Dargent

         Costume Design  Joan O’Clery

         Lighting Design  Ben Ormerod

         Composer  Conor Linehan

         Sound Design  Ivan Birthistle

         Movement Director  Justine Doswell

         Producer  Craig Flaherty

         Casting Director  Sarah Jones

         Voice Director  Andrea Ainsworth8
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            Characters

         

         
            James Joyce 

            Stanislaus Joyce
younger brother of Joyce 

            
                

            

            May Joyce
mother of Joyce; a ghost 

            Nora Barnacle 
wife of Joyce

            Brigitte Zimmermann 
seamstress in Zurich

            Lucia Joyce 
daughter of James and Nora 

            Martha Fleischmann 
briefly inamorata of Joyce 

            Harriet Shaw Weaver 
patron of Joyce 

            
                

            

            Zozimus 
blind balladeer

            Young Boy 

            
                

            

            Waiter, Prostitutes, Nurse, Justine, Voices viii

         

      

   


   
      
         
            
               JOYCE’S WOMEN

            

         

         
            
               Scene One

            

         

         Paris, 1900s.

         ‘Tim Finnegan’ ballad sung by Zozimus in darkness.

         
            Zozimus (singing)

            ‘Whack folte dah, dance to your partners

            Welt the flure your trotters shake,

            Wasn’t it the truth I told you,

            Lots of fun at Finnegan’s wake.’

            Lights come up.

            Downstage a table covered in a simple white cloth with a vase of red roses.

            A heavy, hexagonal glass bottle of ink.

            A curtain separates the front from the body of the stage.

            Six women are onstage in front of the table. They are of different ages and their dress indicates something of their circumstances. They are: 

            May Joyce (ghost – mother of James Joyce).

            Nora Barnacle (his wife).

            Brigitte Zimmermann (seamstress in Zurich).

            Lucia Joyce (daughter of James and Nora).

            Martha Fleischmann (briefly inamorata of Joyce).

            Harriet Shaw Weaver (Miss Weaver, patron of Joyce).

            On a windowsill to the left of the group is an old man, partially blind, playing softly on a mouth organ. This is Zozimus, whose singing threads the play. 

            
               ‘The harlot’s cry from street to street

               Shall weave old Ireland’s winding-sheet.

               The winner’s shout, the loser’s curse,

               Dance before dead Ireland’s hearse.’

            

            The women go offstage.

            From the opposite side, Stanislaus Joyce, younger brother of James, walks on in an old pullover and soft hat. 

            Stanislaus In the nursery long ago, when times were good and we had a piano, Jim wrote playlets which he put to music, to entertain the younger children. His favourite story was Adam and Eve from the Bible. Our little Eva played Eve, and Charlie played Adam. Jim played the Devil. 

            As Stanislaus goes, James Joyce – in his thirties, pale linen jacket, tennis shoes and straw hat – enters. He is carrying an ash plant.

            A French female singer is heard offstage.

            Joyce is muttering the words of Finnegans Wake and continues as he sits at the table with his little notebook and starts to write. 

            A waiter plonks a glass of wine in front of him.

            Joyce speaks the words aloud as he writes them with pen and ink. We hear his Dublin accent at the moments when he speaks louder. 

            Joyce … All the birds of the sea,

            they trolled out right bold when

            they smacked the big kuss of Tristan and Isolde …

            sea-words wind-words in the waves length …

            Into his writing reverie, the voices of saucy Dublin prostitutes intrude. 

            Joyce goes on writing but the voices of the prostitutes grow stronger and more jocular. 

            Girl 1 Tatters and kippers

            I’d sooner his knickers.

            Girl 2 (sympathetic) I’m Bertha Supple … on your lonesome are you?

            Girl 3 He’s bashful … His cock’s adrone.

            Girl 2 He’s writin’ a buke.

            Girl 1 Have a gawk.

            Girl 2 (quoting from a page that has slipped out of Joyce’s notebook) ‘Would one were to do apart a lilybit her virginelles …’

            Girl 1 Cripes.

            Girl 2 Maybe he’s a medico.

            Girl 4 How’s his wick, Nell?

            Nell Usual … Kineshite quiver.

            Girl 4 Give him a Birdie.

            They all hoot with laughter.

            Joyce turns aside as if he can evade them, which he cannot. 

            Meek-Voiced Girl Mister, sir … Me granny’s dying with the croup.

            Girls (shouting her down) Oh there goes Miss Meek.

            She keeps a house of imprudence.

            She has a big black parlour

            For poxy old medical students.

            They laugh as they recite. 

            All Together He gave it to Nelly

            To stick in her belly

            The leg o’ the duck

            The leg o’ the duck

            For he was a jolly old medico

            They all repeat the rhyme in song as Joyce gestures frantically for them to shut up and go away. 

            Girl 4 I’m Zoe … I’m luscious … Ho ho ho … Threepence a go … Sixpence for doggy … Ten bob for a full night …

            Meek-Voiced Girl Mister … Give me a penny to light a candle in the Pro Cathedral … She’ll go straight to heaven … and so will you.

            Joyce empties the loose change from his pocket which rolls all over the floor. 

            Joyce Be gone … I am finished with all of you.

            Joyce stands and hits the table several times with his stick and the voices and chatter gradually fade.

            The ghost of May Joyce enters in brown sackcloth, ashes on her mouth, her voice plaintive and rapid.

            Joyce does not acknowledge her arrival. 

            May My sunny Jim … My chosen boy.

            When your father sent you to Clongowes Wood, to the Jesuits, at six and a half, our house was a wake.

            You looked so smart in your Little Lord Fauntleroy’s outfit.

            You clung to me. Your father and my father fought in the car.

            That cheeky snib Eileen Vance from number seven stood outside our kitchen window, serenading you.

            Zozimus (singing the Eileen Vance song)

            ‘Oh Jimmy Joyce, you are my darlin’,

            You are my looking glass, night and mornin’

            I’d rather have you without a farthin’

            Than Jimmy Jakes with his ass and garden …’

            May The weekly letter home!

            Older boys ragging you about missing me,

            missing the rice I boiled specially for you.

            My kisses and the Holy Host on your tongue were the two things you revered most. Before they made you an Altar Boy you wrote a hymn to the two mothers: the Virgin Mary and me.

            As a young child you kept vigil over the dead infants who had died down the years. It marked you. Envisaging death creeping from their extremities, right up to the glowing centres of their brains.

            It was after we had to take you out of Clongowes, for lack of funds, that you changed … and not for the better.

            Since he does not acknowledge her, she moves closer to him and prods him hard with his stick. 

            (Sharply.) Have you no word to throw at me?

            Joyce ignores her and goes on writing. 

            (More urgent.) Me having to hold everything together – tea, fried bread and dripping …Your father grinding his teeth and your sister Poppy begging him the day he got his meagre pension to bring some home. And I knew you were becoming lost to us. I heard from a priest that you associated with prostitutes, but I was too cowed by then to tackle you. Paris was your goal. To be continentalised. Paris – the Yvonnes and the Madeleines, the tumbled beauties, their mouths yellowed with the pus of flan bretons. When I was packing for you to go, I said I hoped that away from home you might learn what the heart is and what it feels. HAVE YOU?

            Joyce ignores the question and reads aloud from a loose page. 

            Joyce (reading) I go forth to forge in the smithy of my soul, the uncreated conscience of my race.

            May (sarcastic) Am I not your race …

            I wrote to you constantly, with enclosures, telling you to be careful, not to drink the tap water unless it was filtered. I did not mention the Yvonnes and the Madeleines. Had to sell our good carpet to send money to you, and you rebuked me for sending the postal order on a Saturday, because it meant you had to go hungry for thirty-six hours, or so you said. I wasn’t as stupid as you thought, Jim. Selling and pawning things to keep you in style. Requests every day to me or to Stan, to return a library book or to borrow another one. The buttons on your good trousers had come off, so I must acquire more. You requested a hat, a blue felt hat. You must have thought I’d won the sweep. Your literary cronies in Dublin informing everyone of your nocturnes, and of course it got back to me. It was not vespers at Notre Dame as you pretended. Never crossed your mind that I was dying. Worn out from childbearing and your father’s rages. You came in answer to the telegram – Mother dying, Come home. Little Babbie beside my bed and me, raving, seeing buttercups on the white quilt and she saw them too.

            Joyce (coldly) When I looked at you there, pale, dead, I cursed the system that caused it – our doomed race and the stranglehold of the Catholic Church.

            May Yet you would not kneel, when my brother begged you to do your Easter Duty. You would not grant a dying mother’s wish.

            Joyce I would not submit …

            May (interrupting) Aye. The pride of intellect. The curse of Lucifer and his cohorts, banished to Hell. Forever … Ever. O dire word. O dire fate. Vault after vault of hellfire. Fire that gives scalding heat but no light. Hell is darkness, endless darkness. Fallen angels, demons stoking those fires and hating and cursing the newly arrived. Think. Think what you are losing, and for what … Earthly temptation. The desires of the flesh. Never to see the light of God or his angels again.

            Joyce I am not afraid to make a mistake, even a great mistake, a lifelong mistake. And perhaps as long as eternity too.

            May With your haunted ink pots – (She picks it up violently.) and your command of the Word you have consigned yourself to Hell.

            Joyce (interrupting suddenly) Cancer killed you … not I.

            May A gypsy called to our house one day for a sup of milk and she drank it and then looked at you and saw by your steel-blue eyes that there were two things that would forever haunt you – you would lose your mind and die a pauper.

            (Up close to him.) Never send to know for whom the bell tolls … It tolls for thee.

            I will haunt you to the end.

            May goes.

            Joyce looks after her thoughtfully, as he screws the top back on the ink bottle. 

            He recalls a line he once wrote about her, and recites it with detachment. 

            Joyce A gaud of amber beads in a linen kerchief …

            Darkness.

            End of scene. 
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