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Another Bloomsday has come and gone. It is a strange phenomenon, this 
celebration of a book, often by people who have not read it, and it ranges from 
tourism, to social gatherings, to high culture. These activities take place in over five 
hundred cities of the world and appeal to Irish of various counties, the Irish diaspora, 
to literati, to international Hibernians, to “stage Irish,” to Pioneers, to protestants, to 
professors, to “Plastic Paddies,” and to taxi-drivers. It commemorates, not the birth 
or death of the author, nor the publication of the book, but a beautiful spring day in 
which the book is set, and yet, as we encounter it here, this day might have its most 
trenchant manifestation in wintry Melbourne Australia. 
It is said that a pub crawl based on Joyce’s Ulysses and organized by Patrick 
Kavanagh and Anthony Cronin in 1954 fuelled the tourist walks in Dublin, and group 
serial readings enriched the universities and public houses in the USA, but the 
Melbourne tradition has grown into thematic playwriting, professional performance, 
scholarly papers, selected readings, and feasting. I don’t think there is anything quite 
like it, and nothing which matches this explosive manifestation. Yet it is almost a 
best-kept secret; for you could still buy tickets on the day! 
In what was possibly their most ambitious and expressive program yet, Bloomsday 
Melbourne Inc tackled the voluminous “Circe” chapter, under the heading, “Joyce’s 
Carnival of Vice.” Some idea of the gargantuan task faced by the script-writers may 
be gained from the fact that this chapter is about the length of a full novel, that it is 
set up on the page to look like a playscript with copious stage directions, that the 
subject matter necessarily crosses the borders of what some would call good taste, 
and the writing strays from objective realism, to expressionism, to surrealism, to 
satire, often without signposts or borders. Both the writing and the subject matter are 
often dark, and yet there is much that is witty, outrageous, and sometimes just plain 
naughty or sophomoric. The writers of the Bloomsday script say that 99% of the 
adaptation is Joyce’s words, but it must be observed that they have had to fillet the 
text, concentrating on characters’ speeches, and for the most part eliminating the 
brightly-lit, chameleon-like directions and interpolations. This is a night-time 
presentation of “night-town,” in a black box setting, and it has had to forsake much of 
the tone and kaleidoscopic panoply of the Joyce chapter. How could it be otherwise! 
My original reading of the “Circe” chapter would have deemed the task impossible, 
but at the very least what has been achieved is a remarkable work inspired by the 
Joyce text. 
So we approach this festival as an occasion of theatre, with a difference. The 
audience finds its way into the dishevelled Trades Hall building past obstructive 
renovations, up flights of stairs, and into a bar-room with tables, a piano, and a small 
platform stage. Is this where it will all happen? Old tunes are played on the piano, 
and an actor in make-up addresses the crowd and leads them in a robust comic 
ballad. We could have more of this. Then there is a hiatus as the disoriented 
audience members are shunted from this room, up the stairs, to a makeshift theatre, 
with hard seats. They are confused. Should they bring their bags and belongings? 
The marshalling is not clear, and there are no announcements. And the play begins, 
without speech or signage. This, I would say, is a weakness. The first confusing 
minutes are somewhat reminiscent of expressive student theatre. Many plays exist 
which depend on creating the lower depths, or a brothel district, and this opening, 
even with one actress performing as a noisy barking dog, does not create the 
required atmosphere. The program tells us that scene one is “Ghosts and 



Grotesques of Night-Town.” It hardly achieves this, lacking precision or definition, 
though in retrospect the intention is clear. It is, of course, a prelude, from which the 
real play may spring. To experience this play it is necessary to set aside James 
Joyce’s chapter, and relish the work of theatre. 
Brenda Addie’s production of “Carnival of Vice” is a spectacular presentation, made 
possible by remarkable ensemble work, with exquisite definition and timing. 
Performances by Drew Tingwell as Bloom and Jason Cavanaugh as Bello/Bella (and 
other roles) are outstanding, but one must not detract from the whole cast of eight 
which created so many characters and such energy – with limited but well-chosen 
properties and costume. The Trades Hall Theatre affords little, but the economy of 
scenery, and the excellent lighting plot worked well. As viewed this was the kind of 
well-oiled performance one might hope for as a play settles into its season, but this 
was a first performance! It was totally satisfying, and I will return to that. 
On the same Bloomsday occasion, in the same location, there was a seminar with 
two excellent academic papers, one by Professor Joy Damousi on Psychoanalysis 
and Joyce, with particular emphasis on Freud and dream, assuming of course that 
the texture of the “Circe” chapter is that of dream, and the other a detailed and most 
rewarding paper by Associate professor Frances Devlin-Glass, on the theory of 
dream and surrealism in this chapter, and on the problems of sexology, edginess 
and shame in the text itself. It was a worthy seminar, without pretension or archness, 
and the discussion could have gone much longer – a valuable experience for all who 
attended it. 
It might not be a normal part of the reviewer’s task to talk about the excellent dinner, 
though it was this, and the well chosen readings which accompanied it, were jolly, 
entertaining and most satisfying as performed by director Brenda Addie, and Dr Ted 
Reilly. 
How does one sum up what we all experienced on such an occasion? In the past 
month I have been privileged to attend well-reviewed and much respected theatre in 
Melbourne, Dublin, London and San Francisco. Without reservation or equivocation I 
can say that this small professional company achieved a triumph which would be a 
worthy complement to any of these, even though the budget and facilities must have 
been limited. Secondly, I note that international Bloomsday has developed greatly, 
particularly in Ireland and the USA. In some cities it participates in tourism, with 
many remarkable walking and reading tours. And there are college, library, pub and 
other locations which host wonderful serial readings or performances. But I doubt if 
there is to be found a more ambitious and complete Bloomsday celebration, 
anywhere in the world, than this social gathering, innovative and brilliant play 
production, erudite seminar, and delightful repast with readings. 
Which leads me to finish on a note of chagrin and sadness. As a theatre person and 
academic, I am disappointed to find that such a script and such a production should 
have two airings only, on this special day of June 16, when it would be worthy of a 
longer run in a small professional theatre. Perhaps this outcome is inevitable for 
such a celebratory enterprise. But this team of writers, this director, and their 
talented team of actors and technical staff are deserving of more. May they go on. 
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