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Introduction


Indhu Rubasingham


Women, Power and Politics is a season of nine exciting new plays presented in two parts, Then and Now. Creating it has been an important journey where theatre is reflecting, amongst other things, the immediate politics of today. This journey started a year ago.


In May 2009 the Tricycle had just opened The Great Game: Afghanistan. I co-directed it with Nick Kent, who produced the project at the Tricycle in North London, where he is the Artistic Director. It was a day-long event featuring a series of twelve new plays looking at Afghan history from the first Anglo-Afghan War up to the present day. It was proving to be a huge success and a very special production. Two days after the press ‘day’, whilst I was lying in a darkened room recovering from this enormous endeavour, Nick called me to say that he had a great idea he wanted to discuss. I was amazed by his unstoppable energy. He had just read an article in The Times where there was a picture of David Cameron presiding over the then Shadow Cabinet, which consisted entirely of (white) men. The article was discussing where the women were in the Tory Party. Inspired by this, Nick offered me the opportunity to direct and produce a project looking at and titled Women, Power and Politics on a similar template to The Great Game.


It was a unique opportunity to conceive and produce a project on this scale. Where do you start? To begin with I thought about international politics, working with writers from all over the world. However, as I started to research, I soon realised that given it was such a broad subject, if I went too wide I would only be able to skim the surface. I was going to have to narrow it down – and soon. But the statistics internationally were fascinating and the issues complex. How do you define politics and power? The canvas felt very, very big and, at times, daunting. It is, moreover, a subject which raises such passion in people. Opinions, both varied and extreme, were offered on what material the plays should contain. Unlike The Great Game, where the majority of people in this country were fairly unaware of the situation in Afghanistan, everyone is aware of this subject and holds a fervent opinion on it: whether it is Margaret Thatcher or the expenses scandal surrounding Jacqui Smith and her husband. It was also interesting how different generations had very different perspectives and agendas.


The fog slowly lifted and, after much discussion with my team (more about them soon), I decided that the theatre was going to be specific to women, power and politics in Great Britain; while the Tricycle’s cinema would look at women in politics internationally; and its gallery would offer a celebration of women in Great Britain. It was also important to me that the programme would create debate and discussion amongst the audience and be of the highest artistic quality. Theatre is a fantastic medium for emotional engagement, and it is something we experience as a collective; I wanted the event to demonstrate the complexity of issues that should concern and engage everybody. In the theatre, we are not there to define answers but to provoke questions.


At the time of writing, we have just had a General Election. Women make up 22% of Parliament. There are only four women in the new Cabinet which works out at less than 20% and far less than most other Western democracies. Spain, Germany, France, Sweden, Norway, Italy, Greece, the USA and Belgium are just a few of the countries that have a much higher percentage of women in Government and in the Cabinet. Yet women make up 52% of the population of the UK. During the election campaign of 2010, it was the wives of the party leaders who had far more media coverage than any female politician or candidate. This new era of British politics is especially worrying as there seems to be little or no interest or concern about the lack of representation. This is ironic considering the fanfare surrounding ‘Blair’s Babes’ in 1997. Why is this happening and what are the obstacles that are preventing women from entering or gaining power within the political system in this country? Is it the structure of government? The media? Society? Or is it women themselves?


I created a small team who would meet regularly to bounce ideas and discuss the project. This included Zoe Ingenhaag, Ruth Needham, Holly Conneely and Rachel Taylor. This team sometimes expanded to engage more voices, but on the whole this was the core group. Different generations of women discussing and tussling over this material was thrilling and thought-provoking. One example will serve for many: it became apparent that the two younger ones had never heard of Greenham Common and were unaware of such an enormous political event in the 1980s. This was suprising and led us to asking: why had this event been lost to a younger generation, and what is its legacy?


There were going to be two parts to this project, each containing four or five plays. The two parts would be played alternately on weekday evenings, and together on Saturdays. The first part would look at historical issues and the second part would look at the current situation. This was primarily decided in order to give the two parts a distinctive quality. Nick Kent suggested introducing a verbatim element, for which the Tricycle is renowned, and introduced me to Gillian Slovo. We met and decided that she would interview a variety of politicians and then edit the pieces to form a backbone to the whole event. They would be interspersed between the plays and give us the current reality of women politicians.


After the groundwork had been done, I started to approach playwrights, some I knew and others I did not. I went to Belfast and met Marie Jones; persuaded Zinnie Harris who was pregnant and already overly busy; commissioned old colleagues and friends with whom I hadn’t worked but long admired: Moira Buffini and Rebecca Lenkiewicz, and young writers whose energy, skill and voice really impressed and excited me like Lucy Kirkwood, Sam Holcroft and Joy Wilkinson. I had just worked with Bola Agbaje on her play, Detaining Justice, and really wanted her perspective and zest; when Sue Townsend was interested, well, what can I say: I grew up on her writing.


I met and talked with each writer about the entire concept. Most of them chose subjects and topics that they were interested in, others I suggested ideas to, but all these playwrights were enthusiastic and passionate about the subject. I made sure that the content of the plays did not overlap and waited impatiently for the first drafts. The National Theatre Studio very kindly hosted the project for a week in order to develop the scripts with actors. This proved invaluable for the development process.


The plays are incredibly exciting. The content, form and voice are unique in each play, and yet each packs a punch and is complex in its ideas. Viewing them alongside each other in production is bound to produce a stimulating and intense evening. It is an honour to be working with so much talent and I am grateful to the playwrights for their wonderful plays.


I have to thank Mel Kenyon for her advice and support, as well as Jack Bradley. Purni Morell and the National Theatre Studio have been very generous. It is a privilege to be working with Rosa Maggiora and Amy Hodge on this production with an incredibly talented and brilliant company of actors. None of this would have happened without my core team, and Zoe Ingenhaag has been the rock of this project. Finally, none of this would even be taking place if it were not for Nick Kent and his team at the Tricycle.


May 2010
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THE MILLINER AND THE WEAVER


Marie Jones




Characters


HENRIETTA GIRVAN, from Belfast, a widowed mill worker, a weaver, in her early forties


ELSPETH SMITH, from Dublin, wife of a Dublin businessman, late thirties


THOMAS GIRVAN, son of Henrietta, sixteen




Belfast, 1914.


The play is set in the small mill house in East Belfast, the home of HENRIETTA and her six children.


The house does not have much: a chest, a few chairs, a sideboard and a scrubbed table. On the sideboard are a few cups, a teapot, milk and sugar.


Somewhere upstage a window looking onto the street.


In a blackout we hear distant marching and a crowd cheering… and occasionally a voice… ‘Left left, left right left.’


Lights up onstage.


HENRIETTA stands in front of the scrubbed table… she is washing socks in a tin basin and hanging them individually on a line… underneath the table there are four sets of dirty shoes or boots. She stops and goes to the window to listen to the marching… goes back to the basin and the scrubbing.


A knock at her door… she stops… does not move… we can see she is concerned… again the door knocks.


She goes to the door.


HENRIETTA. Elspeth… In the name a God, what are you doin’ up here?


HENRIETTA pulls her into the house.


ELSPETH. Is it a bad time?


HENRIETTA. It’s just… I’m just… well, as you can see.


ELSPETH is well dressed in a beautiful expensive hat, she looks incongruous to the surroundings. HENRIETTA is embarrassed by this.


ELSPETH. Sorry… yes… yes… I see you’re busy… I won’t stay long.


As HENRIETTA speaks, she goes to the door and locks it from the inside. She is uncomfortable and does not want to look ELSPETH in the eye.


HENRIETTA. You come all this way… to see me.


ELSPETH. Yes, well no, I did have a meeting in the Belfast office… spent most of the time brushing up… windows broken again.


HENRIETTA. Aye… socks and shoes… the bane of m’life… I dream about them… all marchin’ towards me, a big army of stinkin’ socks and shoes… all defiant buggers marchin’ at me… and just as they get this close they stop and wait… wait for me to feel sorry for them and gather them all up and wash and clean them and make them better, but you know what I want to do… grab them and dump the whole bloody lot in the Lagan, watch them splutterin’ their way intil the Irish Sea and away for ever… then laugh m’head off.


ELSPETH. Henrietta, are you alright?


HENRIETTA. NO… no, I’m not… It was the knock at the door, it put the heart across me.


ELSPETH. I didn’t mean to alarm…


HENRIETTA. It’s alright, you’re not to know… m’door is always on the latch… if a door knocks round here, it’s trouble… a debt man, or worse, a poor-law guardian… thank God I have been managing, but you never know, they could send them for spite to take us to the poorhouse.


ELSPETH. Why did you lock the door?


HENRIETTA. What.


ELSPETH. Just now.


HENRIETTA. It’s dark.


ELSPETH. You said it’s always open.


HENRIETTA. I’m feared.


ELSPETH. Sorry, if I had known me being here would cause you trouble.


HENRIETTA. I’m not feared for me… I’m feared for you… they’re not used to strangers comin’ here unless it’s trouble. Did you speak to anybody in the street?


ELSPETH. No.


HENRIETTA. You think anybody seen you?


ELSPETH. I don’t know who saw me, I didn’t think to notice, I spoke to nobody… the street seemed deserted.


HENRIETTA. Aye. All up the next street cheerin’ the men… they’ll be marchin’ down here… did you pass them on your way?


ELSPETH. I could hear them.


HENRIETTA. You’ll see them soon.


She carries on vigorously scrubbing the socks. Nobody speaks… it is still uncomfortable.


God knows what the neighbours will be thinking.


ELSPETH. I don’t care what they think, I came to see you.


HENRIETTA. I bloody care, it’s me that lives here… anyhow, it’s too late now, somebody will know you’re here… they have eyes in their arses in this street… you should have thought, you read the papers… how did you find me?


ELSPETH. When you stopped coming to the meetings… I checked the registry for your address.


HENRIETTA. There’s others stopped, why me?


ELSPETH. There weren’t many like you.


HENRIETTA. None with a gob on them like me… not like the fancy dames with fancy words.


ELSPETH. Like me, you mean?


HENRIETTA says nothing.


No… You’re right.


HENRIETTA. It’s important, you know, clean shoes and socks… everything else you can get by without scrubbin’ for a day or two… but not the feet… they check them, the teachers, you’re a bad mother if they aren’t clean… if you’re stayin’, say what you came to say.


ELSPETH. This damned Home Rule business.


HENRIETTA. The tea in that pot will still be warm, there’s milk and sugar and a cup on the sideboard.


ELSPETH. You’re sure.


HENRIETTA. It’s only a cup a tea, my mother always reared us to offer, even if we didn’t mean it.


A pause… ELSPETH is not sure if she does mean it.


You want me to make it for you.


ELSPETH. No… tea… that would be nice… thank you.


HENRIETTA. Well…? I am sure you haven’t come all this road just to tell me something I already know.


ELSPETH. No… I wanted you to know how much you meant to us… how brave… what a loss you are.


HENRIETTA. To change my mind, talk me into going back.


ELSPETH. I didn’t come to change anybody’s mind.


HENRIETTA. Never stopped you before.


ELSPETH. Nor you.


HENRIETTA. It’s different now. I have to keep my head down and say nothin’… understand? The women don’t want to know now… even Mrs Pankhurst, for all her great speechifying… there’s not a woman round here would listen… not now… you lost their trust.


ELSPETH. We can’t let this take away from all that we’ve done… I wanted you to know that… you had… still have so much to give.


HENRIETTA. I thought we could make things better.


ELSPETH. We can.


HENRIETTA. Maybe you can.


ELSPETH. The women were listening to you…


HENRIETTA. The women who stood with me and cheered you that first day when you spoke outside the mill. They had never heard talk like that. I seen the change in them after that, they wanted me to speak up for them… Etti, we won’t be walked over no more, you tell them that, Etti. They wanted to walk out on strike if they didn’t get what was proper… a strike here in a Belfast mill, could you imagine that… I spoke, but it was their voice.


ELSPETH. Exactly.


HENRIETTA. Then it all changed.


ELSPETH. But nothing has changed for them… their lives are still the same.


HENRIETTA. Those same women are now abusing me in the street… ‘Fenien lover’. After all that hard work. They accused me of siding with them that want to destroy the Protestant people, that’s all that matters now… we have no support round here no more… there is no point… I wouldn’t even be surprised that those same women, whose lives you think you can change, chucked the bricks that broke your office windows.


ELSPETH. No matter, the organisation will still support them, their rights… you can speak to them, tell them.


HENRIETTA. What organisation… laughable now… split into that many groups… Catholics, Protestants, Northerners, Southerners, Christians, Heathens… can’t keep up, there’s that many… and you call that organisation… spare me.


ELSPETH. That’s because most of them have lost sight of the most important thing, what was keeping us together… now they don’t see further than their own damned back yards… it’s bloody infuriating.


HENRIETTA. That damned back yard is where they live their lives… ya think any of the women round here care if they ever go to university or get into Parliament… half a them can’t even read or write, for Christ’s sake… It’s over… it’s too late…


The sounds of marching and cheering getting close.


ELSPETH is uncomfortable.


It’s fine… the door is locked. Look.


They go to the window.


The sounds of men marching past the window and people cheering.


Look… man and boy prepared to fight and save Ulster… save it from their own countrymen, young men, my son… look, all fired up, proud… and so bloody blind… scary… so terrible scary.


HENRIETTA goes to the chest and brings out a pair of boots to clean.


Our Isaac’s… look at the state of them. The only way I could stop him from runnin’ out there and joining in was to hide his boots. He went to bed cryin’ and sceamin’ that he wanted to march with the volunteers like his brother. He is twelve years old, for God’s sake… a child, what does he know… I know someday soon he will just follow like the rest; I won’t be able to stop that… did you see fear on those men’s faces, did you?


ELSPETH. No… no, I didn’t.


HENRIETTA. Pride, pride and ignorance, is what I see… it’s me that has the fear… they’ll march on and on, they’ll only know fear when they come face to face with death itself… then it’s too late.

OEBPS/images/9781848421165.jpg
S,

"~ MEN

POWER

AND

POLITICS
THEN

THE MILLINER AND THE WEAVER Marie Jones
THE LIONESS Rebecca Lenkiewicz
HANDBAGGED Moira Buffini

BLOODY WIMMIN Lucy Kirkwood





OEBPS/images/box.jpg





OEBPS/images/pub.gif





