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“Take a Stroll by the River Dodder”  Adapted from a short story in George Moore's Celibate Lives, 1927
“What matter whether she calls me father or mother? They are but mere words that
the lips speak, but love is in the heart and only love matters.” —Albert Nobbs



Department of Theatre and Dance presents The Singular Life of Albert Nobbs

by Simone Benmussa ¢  Director Gary Grant ¢  Scene Designer F. Elaine Williams
Lighting Designer Steven A.Draheim ¢  Sound Design Andrea Preschle & David B. Ames
Costume Design Eileen Marks Lloyd ¢ Dialect Coaching Barry Kur
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Musical Selections — “The Boys of Wexford” sung by Barry Kur
“The Butcher's Boy” sung by Jennifer Maslowski, Vanessa Jones, Joanna Fassl
“The False Bride” sung by Jennifer Maslowski

The Singular Life of Albert Nobbs is performed without intermission.
Smoking, the taking of photographs, and the use of recording devices are strictly prohibited.

DIRECTOR'’S NOTES

Born in Tunisia into a Jewish family, but educated in a Catholic convent, Simone Benmussa entered the theatre, as many women have done, through the back door. As
an administrative aid for the Paris-based Renaud-Barrault Theatre Company, Benmussa labored as the literary advisor helping to chart the evolution of the ideas of the
French avant-garde in the 1950's. In this role of the woman who has espoused another’s cause, her life parallels the life of her most celebrated stage character, Albert
Nobbs. Until a scheduled production for the Petit Orsay suddenly cancelled, and Barrault substituted Benmussa’s Portrait of Dora, Benmussa remained a talented women
waiting in the wings for recognition.

The Singular Life of Albert Nobbs is based on an incident reported in a 19th Century newspaper. Albert Nobbs, the presumed male head waiter in a Dublin hotel, lived
her life as a man and her sex was discovered only after her death through a coroner's examination. Emphasizing the loneliness of her situation, the Irish novelist, George
Moore, first narrated this story in a collection called Celibate Lives in 1927. Benmussa, on the other hand, recreated Nobbs as a prisoner of the Victorian view of women.
She shows Nobbs taking on the disguise of a man in order to get ahead; her motivation is, first and foremost, economic, a matter of survival or of the need for a better
life. After losing both her parents, her protector and her nurse, Albert fears for her safety in the rough world of a chambermaid in men’s quarters and dresses as a man to
gain the higher wages, gentler life and elevated status of a waiter in Morrison’s Hotel.

Without burdening a moving story with a weighty message, Benmussa'’s play raises a number of disturbing questions, particularly at a time when family values and the
role of women in the family and in society are so hotly debated. The woman, Albert Nobbs, takes on the role of a male waiter to get a better-paying job, but her male pro-
fessional self traps her and prevents her from experiencing a fulfilling sexual and emotional life. Her need for economic security forces her emotional self into hiding.
Today, when many women have assimilated into once all-male professions, the suppression of emotional needs becomes a serious contemporary problem. As feminist



critic, Sue Ellen Case puts it, “The drag role of Albert Nobbs shows a woman's dispossession of her own body-a woman locked out of her body by her career.”

As in a play by Caryl Churchill or a painting by Frida Kahlo, the ground in Benmussa's intimate, chamber music-like interplay of text, movement, light and sound con-
stantly shifts under our feet. Even a long-cherished convention of the theatre—the disguise, especially Shakespeare's favorite disguise of a woman dressed up as a
man—is radically reworked by Benmussa's profoundly playful imagination. Instead of leading to revelation, Albert's disguise leads to illusion, fantasy and death. Albert's
drag role—the propriety, even snobbery of an obsequious waiter—makes all of the gender roles appear fictitious. Gender becomes a quality of social behavior rather than
biological fact. And Benmussa's perspective on these roles foregrounds the coercive effects of George Moore’s disembodied voice which through its commentary and
interruptions distorts the experience of his female subjects. As our Theatre Forum discussion leader, Professor Jill Dolan sees it, “The spectator knows Albert only as the
projection of Moore's gaze. To ‘read’ her at all requires the spectator to see her through male narrative strategies.”

The themes and the theatrical style of Benmussa's plays challenge an audience. It's as if we learn how to see the play as we watch it. The experience is worth the
effort, for Benmussa'’s elegant, nuanced language and theatricalization of defeat offers a feeling of exhilaration at a new way of seeing.
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