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Foreword





Eimear McBride’s book A Girl is a Half-formed Thing landed on my kitchen table like a gift from the gods. Actually, it was from my husband, who is friendly with Eimear McBride’s husband, William Galinsky. They visited our house together one dark winter’s night some years ago when William was director of the Cork Midsummer Festival. One buys one’s friend’s wife’s book. And there it was. I had been searching for a project to do with my company, so, to avoid reading yet another play, I took it to bed. At about four in the morning I was sitting bolt up, gasping in horror as the novel came to its breathtaking close. I was electrified, exhilarated. But here’s what I said out loud – loud enough to wake up my husband: ‘It’s performable.’


I knew this partly because to make sense of it in the first few chapters, I had to read it out loud – not loud enough to wake anyone, just quietly, to myself. We found out from audience members later on that this is a common enough act among readers. People read it out loud. It wants to be heard.


I first got in touch with Eimear with a simple proposal: to present the story as a one-woman show in some kind of abstract Beckettian landscape.


I might have felt it was performable, but whether it was stagable was another question. I knew the embodiment of the characters would have to be handled very carefully, to somehow prioritise the voice rather than the picture. Eimear agreed. In fact in one meet ing, she told me, after being presented with various photo graphs of slighted ravaged young women by an American magazine article, she said, ‘We’re inside of her head, so it is very important that we never see her.’ ‘Yes. Yes,’ I nodded, ‘But we are going to have to cast her!’


Aoife Duffin immediately came to mind. Aoife’s a very experienced leading stage actress with incredible range and sensitivity, a deep alto register and a fabulous Kerry accent. Her ability to fully embody the work with such power and subtlety was astonishing and humbling. I am very grateful to her for her bravery and her extremely hard work. It was an upsetting text to speak, especially in the early days of rehearsal, and without doubt a harrowing piece to learn and live with. I can’t imagine anyone else performing it, but I suppose now, with this book, people will.


There is a lot of trauma in this story. I feel the trauma is somewhat countered by the incredible aliveness of the language and the acute awareness of the Girl herself. She absolutely owns her experience with genuine courage and an unapologetic sense of her own agency. Even when she is causing herself harm or terrible things are happening to her, she perseveres to find her own truth, without rancour, without self-pity. And while this piece points to a legacy of cruelty and oppression, it springs from the deep love she has for her brother and her rage about his illness, his difference, his loss. The text is written with such an exquis itely felt sense of what is happening from moment to moment that anyone undertaking this project needs to hold the material, the actor and the audience with great care.


Finally I think one of the most radical things about this piece is simply the fact of it being about and from the mind of a girl. It’s a shockingly sad fact that it is so rare to hear a female voice, both in literature and on our stages and screens. Indian film director Mira Nair created a film training centre in Uganda with this motto: ‘If we don’t tell our stories, no one else will.’


 


I’d like to take this opportunity to thank in print the many people who helped this piece come to fruition. Theatre is, of course, a deeply collaborative art, and I am so grateful for the care and contribution these people gave me and the project. Thanks to my husband, Michael West, for the book. And while we were frantically searching for the costume, for giving us his pyjamas. I thank him mostly for his love and for teaching me so much about writing for the theatre.


And I’d like to thank my company: my producer, Lucy Ryan, whose expertise as a former script editor was extremely appreciated; Eoghan Carrick, my brilliant assistant director; Danny Erskine and later Clare Howe, who took great care of Aoife and the team through the process; our excellent design team, composer Mel Mercier, set designer Lian Bell, lighting designer Sinéad Wallace and cos tume designer Katie Crowley; the brilliant Lisa Mahony, our production assistant Rachel Bergin, our technical team Adrian Mullen, Kevin Smith, Alexis Nealon, Anthony Hanley, photographers Richie Gilligan and Fiona Morgan and our graphic designers Scott Burnett and Brian Heffernan at Aad. Thanks to Willie White and Dublin Theatre Festival for presenting us over the last few years and to Pádraig Cusack for his endorsement and help in bringing our work to the world.


Thank you to The Corn Exchange Board of Directors for their support and encouragement to make the bravest artistic choices; Bobby Bergin and Carol McMahon at Ulster Bank for supporting the company and this production; to Culture Ireland, Dublin City Council and particularly the Arts Council of Ireland, without whose funding I wouldn’t be a theatre maker.


Thanks to all my teachers, my family, Michael’s family and our sons for their patience for my lack of attention and their encouragement of me in my work. May you grow up to be good feminists.


I’m especially grateful to Eimear McBride who allowed me to slice up her stunning book with such severity. Although she did admit that she prefers the eight-hour unabridged version (you can hear Eimear read the audio book), she gave her us blessing with total grace and generosity, recognising that we were transforming her incredible work into something else, and giving it another life.


In the theatre, long life is rare. Great effort is made to give a show a decent run, but eventually, and usually all too soon, it dies. It’s terribly exciting that this work can exist on a shelf in this form – as a book. Obviously, it cannot touch the original in terms of intimacy, detail, breadth, but this version isn’t meant for the solo reader. It’s designed to be experienced in a room full of other people. In one go. And in that context, it only really comes alive again in front of an audience. It is for them. For them to bear witness.


 


Annie Ryan


Dublin, March 2015

















Note on the Adaptation





This adaptation was conceived for a solo performer on a spare set with no props or furniture.


 


Whereas the dialogue in the original text is rarely attributed to character and only indicated through spacing in one scene in the entire book, I have used line breaks to point to dialogue as well as shifts in character, time and location. The novel’s chapter headings are also included here to help the performer and creative team to understand the arc of the narrative, but there is no sign of these breaks in performance. The piece runs straight through for approximately eighty minutes.
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