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Introduction 


Chris Bush


It’s now been almost ten years since I wrote my first play for Sheffield Theatres, and I believe my tally now stands in the double digits. Almost every one of those pieces has been described by someone at some point as a ‘love letter’ to Sheffield. More often than not, I haven’t been aware that’s what I was writing. In fact, while this label has generally been used approvingly, sometimes it’s irked me a little. As a writer I want to be in the business of nuance and complexity, not hagiography. Aren’t love letters a bit simplistic? Don’t they sit at odds with the knotty and three-dimensional portraits I’m trying to create?


Recently I’ve come to accept the compliment. After all, love is knotty. Love is three-dimensional. To love something is not to declare it flawless, but to love it in spite of, or even because of, its flaws. Love can sometimes be difficult to explain, impossible to justify rationally, but this only makes it more interesting. Beauty, as we know, is in the eye of the beholder, and this is because love is really just a matter of perspective – it’s the lens through which we observe the object of our affection. The same faces, the same streets, the same rolling hills or rain-streaked concrete, these things become loveable when looked on lovingly. If I have spent the last decade writing inadvertent love letters to this remarkable city, perhaps it’s only because I can’t see it any other way. Love is in the looking.


Park Hill has not always been an easy place to love. Built with all the best intentions, it wasn’t long before problems started to arise. In fact, one former resident told me that the roof was leaking within the first year of it being open. For some, it’s an architectural icon. For others, it’s always been an eyesore. Whatever its aesthetic merits or lofty ideals, it’s undeniable that for a significant part of its history it did a fairly terrible job of


fulfilling the function it was built for. Shelter is not just about keeping out the rain (and, as noted, it didn’t always do that very well), but it’s about security, community, comfort, a sense of belonging, a source of pride. At its lowest ebb, the only residents of Park Hill were those who had no means to be anywhere else. As such, it did shelter some of the city’s most vulnerable, but not with the dignity or care to which we’re all entitled. And yet, as Connie tells us:




Love blossoms in the most unlikely places 


Love amongst the piss-smelling walkways 


The world’s most effective air freshener





Not love for the building, perhaps love in spite of the building, but still love to find here nonetheless. Love, and endurance, and a belief that things can get better. These characters aren’t idiots, they’re not hopelessly naive or absurdly optimistic, in fact they might often struggle to make it to the end of each day, but they are trying to make a home here, to put down roots, to make the most of the hand they’ve been dealt.


From one perspective, Standing at the Sky’s Edge is a hyper-local story – the action is mostly contained within one flat on one estate in one city – but beyond that, it is the story of post-war Britain in microcosm. While this wasn’t always at the forefront of my mind while writing, Park Hill has increasingly come to embody the state itself – designed as a force for good by people who perhaps never fully understood who they were building it for, underfunded, monolithic and unwieldy, a money pit, a monumental feat, an idealistic and unsustainable albatross. As national fortunes change so does its function, shifting from something designed for everyone to a not-fit-for-purpose last resort, avoided by all but the most at risk. Then, as we approach the modern era, its nature changes again – it is revitalised, it dazzles, the concrete gleams, but this is only possible through private investment, and now it serves a different type of person, its function has shifted once more, it’s no longer the thing it was built for.


Of course this is an oversimplification, and by no means an exact parallel. Park Hill remains a complicated proposition with


a chequered history, which is one of the reasons why its story is worth telling. It is beautiful now. The new flats – all sympathetically and lavishly refurbished – are a patchwork of private, social and student housing. It has avoided demolition and rebuilt itself for a new century. From an outside view, it appears to be working. Whatever mistakes were made, whatever it could’ve done better, it is at least serving a function again – it is a home – it is hundreds of homes, each one of them containing a story. It will house locals, and those who will become local, given time. It will provide shelter, and hopefully a great deal more than that. It is not without its flaws. It cannot be all things to all people, and perhaps has strayed far too far from its initial brief. Not everyone is able to look upon it lovingly, and I understand that. And so I don’t think this is a love letter to Park Hill itself, not to the steel and the concrete, not to the monolith, but most certainly to the people within it, to all of them, to the ones who thrived and the ones who struggled, the ones who got out and the ones who clung on. To the ones who made a home here.


While we’re on the subject of love – this show would be nothing without the sheer brilliance of Richard Hawley, and the aching, deeply felt romance that carries through all his work, masterfully orchestrated by Tom Deering. Much love too for Ben Stones and his stunning design, finding the beauty in the Brutalism, for Lynne Page’s gorgeous movement, and Rupert Lord’s sheer bloody-mindedness in getting us all this far. I love that the National Theatre have recognised this is a properly national story, and invited us to play with them. I love this phenomenal company of actors, filled with old friends and new discoveries, and I must, as always, save the largest part of my (professional) love for Rob Hastie, not only the finest director, but the nicest man in British Theatre. I am beyond privileged to be able to work with such an amazing team, and to get to tell these stories all over again.


December 2022




  





  




  Standing at the Sky’s Edge was co-commissioned by Sheffield Theatres and Various Productions Ltd. It was first performed at the Crucible Theatre, Sheffield, on 20 March 2019 (previews from 14 March). It was revived at the Crucible on 15 December 2022 (previews from 10 December), then transferred to the Olivier auditorium at the National Theatre, London, on 13 February 2023 (previews from 9 February).




  The cast for this revival production was as follows:
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  The cast in Sheffield were supported by a community chorus

from Sheffield People’s Theatre, and in London by a
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