As that famous Stoic philosopher Mary Poppins puts it, a spoonful
of sugar helps the medicine go down - and, if all goes well this
afternoon, it does so in the most delightful way.

The medicine, of course, 1s James Joyce. More than thirty years ago,
in the dear dead days beyond recall and before she was awarded the
Order of Australia Medal, Frances Devlin-Glass shrewdly
recognised that an excellent way, and perhaps the best way of all, to
give people a spoonful of Ulysses is through drama, where the
humour, the sense of place and the Dublin dialogue can all slip
down very nicely. Frances will modestly hasten to insist, as she
always does, that she did not do this alone, and that is no doubt true,
but it is also true that without her there would be no Bloomsday in
Melbourne, and everyone in this room would be elsewhere today.

So Joyce 1s the medicine, and we have to balance appealing both to
our loyal, faithful Joyceans, without whose consistent support there
would be no Bloomsday in Melbourne today; and at the same time
appealing to newcomers, without whom there will be no Bloomsday
in Melbourne tomorrow.

In this year’s play, Between The Lines: The James Joyce/Groucho
Marx Letters, the medicine is slipped into your afternoon in the
form of Joyce’s letters. For a writer so resistant to telling his readers
what to think in his fiction, Joyce was in fact remarkably
forthcoming in telling his friends what he was doing, or at least what
he thought he was doing, which is not the same thing. In particular
there 1s a lovely book by a sailor and painter friend of Joyce, Frank



Budgen, James Joyce and the Making of Ulysses, that gives us much
of what we know, such as the story of Joyce taking a whole day, not
to write two sentences, but to arrange the words he already had into
two sentences:
“Perfume of embraces all him assailed. With hungered flesh
obscurely, he mutely craved to adore.”
Having Joyce write a letter explaining his work is a neat device to
help the reader along. But to whom is he writing? Who better than
Groucho Marx, who in real life really did correspond with many
notable figures - men, I should say: Harry Trueman, Irving Berlin,
Woody Allen and TS Eliot among them. So it’s not so far-fetched.

But however talented the actors, an epistolary exchange does not
make for drama. It’s too static and it lacks jeopardy. But ask who
finds the letters and what happens next, and now we have
something.

The something was prompted by a discussion I had a couple of
years ago with the women of the slow reading Jane Austen group
we launched together fifteen years ago. Somehow Helen Garner
came up, and so too did the hackles, and that intrigued me. They
were in their twenties when Garner’s book The First Stone
appeared, in 1995, and they felt and still feel a keen sense of
betrayal.

The First Stone is an exploration and a reflection on events at
Ormond College, a residential college of Melbourne University, in
1992, when the Master of the College, named Colin Shepherd in her



book (so that’s how I shall refer to him), was accused by two female
students of groping them at a College party. Garner wrote a letter of
sympathy and support to Shepherd before she wrote the book, and
that letter appears in it.

She was 50 when these events took place, and thus a kind of mother
figure to the young undergraduate women, and to her young female
readers. As a piece in the New Yorker put it, it is “certainly, a very
parental book: a woman old enough to be the mother of the two
students looks on bemusedly, with the advantages of experience and
hardened wisdom, and finds herself disappointed that the youngsters
just aren’t a bit tougher.”

So the letters in Between The Lines are found by a young female
academic, Pandora Friedan, and for her to get the credit, she must
negotiate her way through the patriarchal academic hierarchy.
Incidentally, Groucho Marx also corresponded with EB White,
author of Charlotte’s Web, and for reasons that will become clear
this afternoon, I wish now that’s what I’d called our female
protagonist, which would allude to a story about a weaver of a web
and also a pig. But Pandora will do too.

She finds them in the Groucho mansion after his death, and I’ve
imagined him as a hoarder of a lifetime’s documents - movie scripts
and posters, fan letters, programmes, angry correspondence with the
tax authorities. So his place looks like the last shot of Raiders of the
Lost Ark (which was released at the start of the 1980s and is set in
the mid 1930s) - or, to cite the original, Citizen Kane. This chimes



with the other boxes in Pandora’s life as an itinerant academic, and
also with the boxed up secret her mother has been carrying.

A key part of this story is Pandora’s relationship with her mother
Mary, who spent a year at Oxford at the beginning of the sixties, and
whose sudden departure back to Melbourne is a mystery to Pandora,
though it does not remain so for long. That of course was the time
when you - or if not you, then at least Germaine Greer, Clive James,
Barry Humphries and Robert Hughes - flew the Kangaroo route,
which might require up to eight stopovers and could end up taking
days and days. And this of course was the time when Australia was
a faraway country of which we knew little. A mighty big adventure,
then, for a young, inexperienced virgin to take all by herself.

The letters date from 1937, when the casting couch was not just a
joke but a career path for aspiring young actresses (and actors too).
Mary’s big adventure takes place at the start of the swinging sixties -
as Philip Larkin observes, between the end of the Chatterly ban and
the Beatles’ first LP. And as we belatedly began to realise, sexual
liberation wasn’t always the boon it was cracked up to be. Pandora’s
story takes place in 1987, closer to our time but still distant enough
that we can think about some of these matters without leaping to
judgment.

And that is the background to the show. “The First Stone” is
subtitled ‘Some Questions About Sex and Power,” which is what our
panel are going to be discussing this morning. Joyce was intensely
interested in such questions: sex, gender, identity, models of



femininity and masculinity, how they are created, how they are worn
and how fluid they can be; but also questions of power, political and
cultural. I want to find out from our panel how these issues are
considered in Ulysses, but also how readers have responded to them
over the hundred years since its publication - in particular, how
feminist thinkers and critics have responded, and how readers new
to Ulysses these days read him. Ulysses still has power to shock, but
shocks have relocated, and the book seems to have changed a great
deal since it was first published. In olden days, as that other great
Stoic philosopher Cole Porter observed, a glimpse of stocking was
considered something shocking. Leopold Bloom’s gaze upon Gertie
MacDowell’s knickers is unlikely to carry the same erotic charge for
readers who have grown up on a diet of hardcore pornography.
However, that’s not to say that Cole Porter was correct when he sang
that now, heaven knows, anything goes. In some matters at least,
we’ve become more censorious and judgmental than is good for us.

So to everyone, those who’ve read Ulysses and those who haven’t
read Ulysses... yet: please welcome Frances, Stacey and Ronan -
our panel.



