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Introduction


Mark Gatiss


When I was a child, Friday nights were sacrosanct because it was then – after the late sports report – that Tyne Tees Television showed horror films. I would sometimes watch them in company, but more often than not I was left by myself to sit up and watch. In the summer, the slot was occupied by more palatable fare but, used to my horrors, my family duly left me alone. One night – I think I was about twelve or thirteen – there was a film called If. I knew nothing about it except the Northern Echo gave it five stars and a ‘don’t miss!’


An English public school. Boys returning from the holidays. And, within minutes, a beautiful blond boy is being castigated by a prefect with the words ‘And you, Phillips, stop tarting.’ I felt my heart thud in my chest, my mouth go dry. As the film unfolded, I found myself more tense and gripped than by any horror film I’d ever seen. I became more and more afraid that someone would come downstairs and catch me watching, spoil it all, spoil the illicit thrill…


I’d known I was gay since before I could really understand what such a thing meant. And, just as I had pored over the men’s underwear section of the Brian Mills catalogue in search of titillation (it was slim pickings in those days), I had scoured the TV schedules for anything that might have even a glimmer of homosexual content. From my first crushes (Craig in The Champions and the dark one off Follyfoot in case you’re wondering) to the first stirrings of something nameless and exciting whilst watching a particular adventure of The Tomorrow People. Jason Kemp, the actor in that episode later turned up in the ITV drama Kids, playing a brilliantly acerbic Scouse queen. I think I responded both to his physical beauty and his blazing queerness which, like all the best things, felt both exciting and a little bit scary.


These fragments, then, these little moments of visible gayness were like diamonds in the TV schedules. To be savoured, hoarded up and remembered forever.


These days, of course, we do not have to scour the schedules in the same way. There are visible gay characters in many mainstream dramas. Nevertheless, the commitment of the BBC to their ‘Gay Britannia’ season is still a massive cause for celebration. So when I was approached with the idea of curating a series of monologues for the fiftieth anniversary of the 1967 Sexual Offences Act, I leapt at the chance.


But where to start? Well, with a qualification. Queers commemorates an Act of Parliament which partially decriminalised sex between men over twenty-one in the privacy of their own homes in England and Wales. It would not become law in Scotland until 1980 and in Northern Ireland until 1982. I have not attempted to cover the entire history of LGBT+ representation in Britain over the past century. Rather, I wanted, predominantly, to examine the gay male experience. The world leading up to the 1967 Act and the years which have followed, tracing the extraordinary progress that’s been made, but from a variety of unexpected angles.


Anti-gay legislation in the modern era really began with the passing of the Criminal Law Amendment Act of 1885, the socalled ‘Labouchere Amendment’, prohibiting ‘gross indecency between males’. This became known almost at once as ‘the blackmailer’s charter’ and was the law that ensnared Oscar Wilde. Wilde seemed an obvious place to start the monologues, but as I wanted to encompass the century, perhaps it could be from the perspective of someone with a memory of Oscar Wilde? Perhaps someone on the railway platform that infamous day he was taken to Reading Gaol? From this sprang the idea of Perce, a stretcher-bearer in the trenches of World War One and a love that almost spoke its name…


Though the series, as I’ve said, was to reflect mostly the gay male experience, I did want to include some female perspectives. I discovered the extraordinary story of Lillias Irma Valerie Arkell-Smith – known as Colonel Barker – who had lived as a man, even going so far as to marry a woman. I thought this could be the basis of a fascinating story and from it, Jackie Clune wove The Perfect Gentleman and its unexpected take on the notion of masculinity.


What was it like to be a black gay man in the past? Although there was a thriving ‘queer’ demi-monde in America in the twenties and thirties, it only seems to have touched the fringes of the jazz scene in this country. It was astonishing, in fact, to discover how little is known about black gay sub-culture at that time. I re-read the biography of the artist Glyn Philpot and thought there might be something interesting in the notion of being an ‘exotic’ life model at that time. This, together with the story of Patrick Nelson – who was one of Duncan Grant’s lovers – provided Keith Jarrett with the inspiration for Safest Spot in Town.


In 1957 came the Wolfenden Report. This was the beginning of change, though it would take a further decade for the law to actually pass. But what aspect of this period to examine? Jon Bradfield pitched me Missing Alice – an idea with which I instantly fell in love. A woman happily married to a gay man who worries that increasing liberalisation might make him leave her. What a lovely, simple notion. A tiny Terence Rattigan play, as it were.


When I first moved to London I remember being invited to what seemed to me quite a sophisticated gay party. What I’ll never forget is chatting to an elderly man, waspish, hilarious and who lapsed into Polari at the drop of a feather boa. ‘It was never the same, you know, dear, after it was legal,’ he said. ‘All the fun went out of it.’ I wanted to use this as a jumping-off point, to explore the notion that not everyone saw legalisation as a good thing. Matthew Baldwin, who had already co-written a fascinating play about ’67 called The Act, was the natural choice to write I Miss the War.


With the eighties, the shadow of AIDS, of course, looms, as monolithic as those tombstone TV ads we grew so used to. This was the time in which I grew up as a gay man. But how to approach this period and this subject which might feel like it’s prey to cliché? Happily, Brian Fillis came up with More Anger about a young gay actor who finds the health crisis affecting him in unexpected ways.


By 1994, change was in the air and the House of Commons voted to lower the homosexual age of consent. I was there that night as big crowds gathered to hear the – as it turned out, disappointing – result. Michael Dennis was also there – though we didn’t know each other at the time. His memories of that experience and of being a young man enjoying the big city for the first time became A Grand Day Out.


Finally, Something Borrowed brings us – almost – to the present day and the preparations for a wedding. I wanted to celebrate this amazing state of affairs, unthinkable just a short time ago, but also to explore what might have got lost along the way. The notion of being different, an outsider, other; that illicit thrill I felt watching If all those years ago. Gareth McLean’s monologue asks some tough questions without providing easy answers.


As we see every day, hard-won victories can be undone with the stroke of a presidential pen. Homosexuality remains illegal in seventy-four countries. In thirteen of them, it is punishable by death. But let’s not forget how far we have come. And that we stand on the shoulders of giants.


Curating and directing Queers has been a wonderful journey, and I’d like to thank everyone involved – from the BBC to the writers, the actors, the crew and the publishers – for making it an unforgettable experience.


London, 2017
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First performed by Ben Whishaw


on screen, as part of the BBC Studios production Queers


on BBC Four,


and by Jack Derges


on stage at The Old Vic, London, on 28 July 2017.




1917.


A pleasingly dark, wood-panelled pub like The Salisbury in St Martin’s Lane, London.


Among the clientele we find PERCE, thirties, sad-eyed, in a serge soldier’s uniform with a Red Cross armband, alone.


As he speaks, the other pub regulars fade away…


Douglas Fairbanks there thinks he’s in with a chance, bit of company on a wet Friday night. Except old Dougie doesn’t have a cast in his eye and a built-up shoe.


Least not last time I was at the flickers.


It’s always the eyes. That’s how you know. A glance held just that little bit too long. Dragged off to one side, like the trail of a Verey light in the dark. After the do, the interview, the officer asks me – not unkindly, I must say. He says, ‘How do you chaps… chaps like you and the Captain… know one another?’ So I told him. Not my words. Something somebody said to me once. ‘A certain liquidity of the eye.’


That’s how he knew.


Fade.


My eyes are bad, mind you. Too bad for shooting Prussians, at any rate. So I was shunted onto hospital work. ‘Cushy,’ says Sam, ‘That’s a charabanc holiday, Perce. You always wanted to see France, didn’t you?’


I remember my first day in resus – resuscitation tent. That’s where they take the dying or the nearly dying and the shocked ones. There’s heated beds to put some life back into them and transfusions.


Our guns were going hell for leather. The sky was all lit up. Powdery. Green. Horrible green. Like the air was sick. Star shells. Vereys. Dumps going up.


And then the ambulances come in and we have to ferry them in, the ones that can’t walk. And they’ve got these labels on them that tell you what’s wrong with them. Like left luggage.


You ever carried a stretcher? Bloody horrible. You feel like your arms are going to pop out of their sockets. Some chaps can get very heavy.


Those that can walk into the hospital are covered in mud and salt sweat, caked in it. All cracked and stiff. Like moving statues. Like those poor fuckers in Pompeii what got covered in lava. I seen photographs of them in the lending library.


And then, in the resus tent, the thing you’d never expect – silence. Not a moan or a groan. They’re beyond all that, most of them. Smoking. Breathing. Just about. Mind you, I’ve seen what a transfusion can do and it is a bloody miracle. Lads with one foot in the grave and their pulses all thready. They have the transfusion, they’re up, they’re joking, they’re having a smoke in a couple of hours. I said to Captain Leslie, I said, ‘You wouldn’t credit it, would you? It’s like witchcraft.’ ‘Sounds about right,’ he says, ‘since we’re in hell.’ But he says it with a smile. And when he does that, there’s little creases in his cheeks, like ripples in the sand. ‘You’re a credit to this unit, Percy,’ he says to me. ‘You’ve all the tenderness of a woman.’ And he shakes my hand. ‘It’s Terence,’ he says. I say, ‘What is?’ He says, ‘Me. My name. Terence Leslie. Do call me Terence. I can’t bear all this formal rot.’


But he’s an officer and it don’t seem right so I’ll stick to ‘Captain Leslie’, I say, ‘if it’s all the same.’ He just smiles again and shrugs. His eyelashes are long. Long and blond. I can’t see much of his hair because it’s under his cap. But then, one day, I’m bringing in a stretcher, and he takes his hat off and, just like that, his hair tumbles out. Yellow as corn. And I must have stared because he grins at me and pushes his hair out of his eyes and says, ‘Come along, Perce, stir your stumps.’ But I don’t move.


And just for a bit – well, like I said, held just a moment too long.


He glances towards his unseen admirer.


Douglas Fairbanks over there will give me a wink in a minute.


Beat.


There you go.


Fade.


Always been a skinny bugger, me. Thin as a whip, Mother says. Father was the same. Mother always had a bit more beef on her after she had Albert and me. And there was one before us. A boy. But he died. He was called Percy an’ all. Poison berries. Never think a thing like that can happen but it does. I can remember Mother showing me the pictures in the medicine book. All shiny and glossy pictures like Jesus in the book at Sunday school. And little Percy, he’d grabbed a handful of these berries and that was that. Box, I think, the berries. Black, like little bullets or liquorice sweeties. Maybe that’s what Percy thought they was. Anyway, they done for him. And then, a year or so after that, along comes I. And they called me Percy too. Bit odd, some might say, a bit morbid. But Mother always said that she could see him in me. And she looked so funny when she says that to me. She looked so sad.


But I don’t think it’s just because of little Percy because there was another time she looked at me the same way.


Beat.


It was freezing, I remember that. We was waiting for a train. Dad had some business in Reading. I forget what it was. We were to come with and make a day of it. I was fifteen, thereabouts, Albert was twelve. I’d been despatched in search of tea and buns.

OEBPS/images/cover2.jpg
queers.

eight monologues

curated by
Mark Gatiss

NICK HERN BOOKS
London

www.nickhernbooks.co.uk





OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
v queers. 65
eight monologues \
curated by X
Mark Gatiss

As seen on the
BaE






