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The Wheelchair on My Face

A look back at a myopic childhood
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Author’s Note

I remember getting the email to say my application was accepted for Show in a Bag. I was sitting in the back of a Seat Ibiza zipping its way to Dublin’s sunny south side. I was instantly filled with elation and fear. Sitting next to me was the legendary Gina Moxley. I showed her the email. ‘Hey Gina, take a look at this.’ Little did I know that that was our first creative team meeting for my debut play that would tour to over fifty venues in two years, win international awards and become the steadiest job I ever had in theatre.

Looking back, I think so much of the success of The Wheelchair on My Face had to do with how a simple story of a child getting their first pair of glasses can also anchor so much about the world it was born out of: a pre-perestroika 1980s Ireland that was essentially the eastern Europe of western Europe, wriggling free of its theocratic vice grip, the ritualised hyper-feminisation of girls in the guise of purity rituals like the first holy communion, the fear of not complying, growing up as a gay child, the fear of not being beautiful and the intoxicating first brush with counter-cultural idolatry. It goes on and on. As the play went further into development it grew into a delicious thick soup of social polemic suspended in this one quirky myopic memoir. What I have learned from this first writing experience is that even the simplest premise should have more hidden layers than a garden full of onions. Theatrical memoir is not just about finding and sharing you own truth but about finding and sharing the truths we all have in common.

It is hard to believe that the picture of Ireland that this play paints is the Ireland we live in today. It makes me hugely proud of how far we have come and hopeful that other issues such as repealing the eighth amendment and assuring reproductive rights for women in Ireland will happen and happen soon.


The Wheelchair on My Face was the taper that has lit my creative existence since its premiere in 2011. I owe a huge debt of gratitude to all those at Fishamble: The New Play Company, Irish Theatre Institute and Dublin Fringe who made it happen, and every person who came to see it.

Sonya Kelly


The Wheelchair on My Face was developed as part of Show in a Bag, an artist development initiative of Dublin Fringe Festival, Fishamble: The New Play Company and Irish Theatre Institute to resource theatre makers and actors.

It premiered at Dublin Fringe Festival in 2011, and has been produced since then by Fishamble: The New Play Company, on tour throughout Ireland, and to Edinburgh (where it won a Fringe First Award), Centre Culturel in Paris and 59E59 Theaters as part of 1st Irish in New York (where it was a Critics’ Pick in the New York Times).

Written and performed by Sonya Kelly

Directed and script development by Gina Moxley

Dramaturg Gavin Kostick

Produced for Fishamble by Marketa Dowling
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Dublin Fringe Festival is home to bold ideas, brave performing arts and adventurous audiences.

Fishamble discovers, develops and produces new plays, touring in Ireland and internationally.

ITI is a resource organisation that nurtures, promotes and drives the ambition of Irish theatre makers.


Chapter

Music: ‘I Can See Clearly Now’ by Johnny Nash.

Sonya walks on stage with her show in a bag. She bumps into a table and chair. She makes several attempts to put the bag on the table. She opens the bag. She takes out an eye exam chart. She walks to the back of the stage and bumps into the wall.
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