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  Rockets and Blue Lights was originally developed on attachment at the National Theatre, London, and subsequently developed and ﬁrst performed at the Royal Exchange Theatre, Manchester, on 12 March 2020. The cast was as follows:
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  Rockets and Blue Lights opened at the Dorfman auditorium, National Theatre, London, on 2 September 2021. The cast was as follows:
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  Characters




  2006/2007




  LOU, an actress, black, plays Olu in The Ghost Ship




  REUBEN, African-American marine archaeologist




  TREVOR KING, forties, a writer/director, black




  ESSIE, thirties, a teacher, black




  ROY, mid-sixties, an actor, white, plays Turner in The Ghost Ship




  BILLIE, ﬁfteen years old, black




  VONNIE, Lou’s sister, black




  CLARKE, eighties, Lou’s grandfather, black




  JEANIE, PA on The Ghost Ship




  ACTOR PLAYING PEARSON




  ACTOR PLAYING JOHNSON




  1840




  THOMAS, a sailor, black




  LUCY, his wife, black




  JESS, fourteen/ﬁfteen, their daughter, black




  MEG, seventies, a runaway, black




  J.M.W. TURNER, artist, white




  BILLIE, ﬁfteen years old, black




  BENJAMIN, a beggar, black




  PETER PIPER, a beggar, white




  HANNAH DANBY, Turner’s housekeeper, white




  MARY, Turner’s mother, white




  DECKER, a recruiting ofﬁcer, white




  CAESAR, a shantyman, black




  RUSKIN, artist, white




  And SAILORS, COFFLE OF ENCHAINED AFRICANS, BOY AT DANCE, OVERSEER




  

    

  




  




  Suggested Doubling




  ESSIE/LUCY




  LOU/OLU




  THOMAS/TREVOR




  REUBEN/CAESAR




  CLARKE/PEARSON/BENJAMIN




  TURNER/ROY




  RUSKIN/JOHNSON/DECKER/PETER PIPER




  DANBY/MARY/MEG/VONNIE




  BILLIE




  JESS/JEANIE




  Note on Text




  When Meg and Lucy use an accent, it indicates they are speaking in another language.




  Note on Play




  Two of the many inspirations for this play are J.M.W. Turner’s paintings: The Slave Ship (Slavers Throwing Overboard the Dead and the Dying – Typhoon Coming On) and Rockets and Blue Lights. Popular belief is that Slavers portrays the Zong massacre which took place when Turner was a child, but some think it tells another story. Either way the painting suggests the ongoing legacy of the slave trade. The play explores this legacy and attempts to reconstruct the lives of black Londoners after abolition. The slave trade ended in 1807, but slavery wasn’t properly abolished until around 1838, and may have continued beyond that.




  This text went to press before the end of rehearsals and so may differ slightly from the play as performed.




  

    

  




  




  ACT ONE




  Scene One




  The play opens in 2007. We are onboard a replica of a slave ship. The ship has been transformed into a museum where two women who have just met for the ﬁrst time – ESSIE and LOU – contemplate J.M.W. Turner’s painting The Slave Ship.




  LOU. Tell me what you see.




  ESSIE. The ship tries to distance itself from the nightmare, but is dragged back to the furious feeding frenzy by the undertow. Amber, gold, chrome, the darkest-darkest sea.




  LOU. I nearly drowned once. At the lido in Streatham. Swimming bodies made it look easy, so I dove in. When they ﬁshed me out I was limp, dead for a split second. (Slight pause.) Why does he have to make something so ugly, beautiful?




  ESSIE. Haydon painted noble victims, saintly abolitionists; Turner comes up with this… massacre. It’s incredible. (Slight pause.) What do you see?




  LOU. The ﬁrst time I looked at this painting I couldn’t make out what was going on. All I could see was Turner’s use of colour, his elegant suggestion of bloodshed in a captured sunset. I didn’t think about what had just happened to those poor men, women, children. They were invisible. I had to look, really look. And then I saw it and I couldn’t turn away… A hand, a leg, a woman’s breasts…




  ESSIE. We can’t see the drowning bodies, but we know they’re there. We have to imagine, and what we imagine is so much worse than anything he could show us. He turns the world upside down. The sky reﬂects the carnage underneath. You can taste the blood in the water, you can hear their screams.
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