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Norris joins Joyce and Yeats in the State archive

By Fiach Kelly

"David Norris versus the Republic of Ireland. It was a bit uneven, wasn't it?"

But, despite losing in the Supreme Court, the Trinity College Senator eventually won in the European Commission on Human Rights and achieved a key victory for gay rights in Ireland.

And yesterday his papers and personal archive, including records of his legal battles for gay rights, were officially donated to the National Library of Ireland.

A room full of papers, posters from his one-man Joyce show, 'Do You Hear What I'm Seeing', invitations to society events and much more have been moved from the Senator's house on North Great George's Street to their new home in the library on Kildare Street.

"It has given me an entire new room for Christmas," Senator Norris quipped. "There are about 50 boxes and more to come."

The main areas of interest in his papers will undoubtedly focus on his legal battles for gay rights, his work on James Joyce and his home in Dublin's North Great George's Street.

"I hate the sense of losing our history, particularly with regard to the gay stuff," Senator Norris said.

"Gay people have lost so much of their history because it was written out. This I think will be part of making that available as part of the spectrum of Irish life."

He added that he felt a little intimidated by his papers being kept alongside those of literary greats like Yeats.

As well as numerous documents, Senator Norris has also donated his audio/visual archive, which includes his first ever interview on Irish television in 1974.

"I've given videotape of the first interview with an Irish homosexual on television -- that was me -- and I remember they said we'll film you with your back to the camera in shadow.

"And, of course, I said in that case, I'm not doing it because that would have gave completely the wrong impression.

"I wanted to be full-on to show that I was a human being and not some awful monster from the depths."

Former President Mary Robinson, who was a legal advisor to the Senator, was present at the official ceremony.

Mrs Robinson and Mr Norris have been friends since their university days in Trinity College, and she worked as a junior counsel for him during the European case.

"I place particular emphasis on the courageous way in how he came out very early as a gay man and spoke about the discriminations he was feeling," Mrs Robinson said yesterday.

"When he decided to take on the case, he wrote a long handwritten account that brought home to me the extent of his pain from his adolescent years. Taking that case was an important learning experience for Irish society."

Also at the event were Ronnie Drew of the Dubliners, who performed in 'Do You Hear What I'm Seeing?' almost 30 years ago, Mr Justice Paul Carney, who also worked on the European case as junior counsel, Senator Joe O'Toole, as well as gay rights campaigners and Senator Norris's partner, Tevfik Akin.
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Archive snapshot of social change in 40 years

Carl O'Brien

As he officially donated his sizeable personal archive to the National Library yesterday, Senator David Norris had a confession to make.

"I feel like an utter fraud," he said, as he looked around at a library which includes the personal records of luminaries such as WB Yeats and James Joyce.

"My archive includes almost 100 boxes of old scraps of notes, copies of meetings, invitation to social events. If you're close to them, they really don't look that important. But if they want them, and they feel they are in the public interest, they're very welcome to have them."

While he might be too modest to admit it, Sen Norris's records are an intriguing snapshot of rapid social change in Ireland over the last 40 years.

As well as documenting the emergence of the gay rights movement and the wider civil rights campaigns, the archive also includes material on his crusade to rescue historic buildings in Dublin from the grip of property developers and popularise the works of James Joyce.

Of all the information he donated, he suspects that records relating to the gay rights movement will prove of most interest. "I started collecting newspaper articles on gay rights on a day-by-day basis in the 1960s. They show the word 'gay' appeared with great resistance initially, either in quotes or with a question mark. These articles show it gradually becoming part of the vernacular.

"I hate the sense of losing our history, and gay people have lost so much because it was either written out or people denied they were gay or weren't allowed to be gay. So this will be part of making that available. It's another part of the spectrum of Irish life."

Former president Mary Robinson, who launched the collection and acted for Sen Norris in his case to have the law against homosexual acts struck down, paid tribute to his courage in campaigning for gay rights.

"I remember at the time he gave me a handwritten note about his experiences of being gay and it reduced me to tears... It brought home to me for the first time the extent of the pain of being aware in his adolescent years that he was gay in a society that was very judgmental and very cruel."

The National Library approached Sen Norris some time ago and offered to purchase the collection, although the Joycean scholar says he decided to provide it for free.

Meanwhile, the self-confessed fanatical record-keeper warned the National Library that his archive may continue to grow over the coming years.

