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Every One


Jo Clifford’s Every One is the first play staged by Chris Goode & Company in its five years of existence that wasn’t either written by Chris or created collectively in response to other motley texts. Why this one? Although written by a transgender woman, it presents a heteronormative family that is not only white and middle-class but repeatedly claims, without question, the privileged space of being considered ‘ordinary’: they’re ‘just normal people’, they emphasise, ‘like everyone’. When Jo disrupts that picture, she does so through the death of the mother, which, to echo my children’s favourite catchphrase, isn’t very fair. That the mother works as a tax inspector suggests another apparent universal – that taxes and death are the only two certainties – half of which doesn’t apply to many low-waged people, or indeed mothers. Within the politics of the company, its desire to hear the voices of the marginalised and nonconformist, Every One seems to pose a series of problems.


It would be easy to read Every One as a sentimental play, a weepie, the more so for its basis in autobiography: the death of Jo’s wife, Susie, in 2005. ‘Time doesn’t heal anything,’ say Joe the character in Every One and Jo the playwright in unison: what changes is the ability to look at the wound. In writing of her wife’s pain, and her own, Jo breaks the taboo surrounding death, the culture of silence, avoidance and discomfort, inviting a contemplation at once of bereavement and the inevitability of one’s own demise. The loss of the mother is an ongoing theme in Chris’ work (devastatingly so in God/Head), and I read a reckoning with his own mother’s death in his decision to direct this play. At a surface level, Every One has the same directness as Blind Willie Johnson’s blues song, ‘Motherless Children’: ‘motherless children have a hard time when mother is dead’. That was autobiographical, too.


But the play has a complexity that renders its surface precarious and transparent as a thin sheet of ice. It begins with the family addressing the audience, as though inhabiting with them the same present moment: but that family move across time, into past and future, with a fluidity that is unnerving. We talked in the rehearsal room about ‘queer time’: whereas standardised storytelling, with its beginnings, middles and ends, is linear, queer writing is cyclical and multi-dimensional. I’ve encountered a similar theory of ‘feminine writing’ in the work of French post-structuralists (I had fun at university, I can tell you), and Every One is undoubtedly a feminist play. For two millennia, the iconography of Mary has been used to beat women into submission: Jo rejects that iconography and creates instead a Mary who is mundane and mortal, argumentative in the face of death and ultimately self-determining.


As much as Every One is focused on dying, it is also a play about living. Not just living on – the play doesn’t simply end with death but also begins with it and journeys beyond – but living differently. It calls for a different spirituality: not the organised Christianity of a church that has ‘dissipated all authority and power’ through its insistence on heteronormativity and binary absolutes (good/evil, male/female), but a faith expressed in tender appreciation of the spectrum of humanity. The same spirituality surges again and again in Jo’s work, most obviously in The Gospel According to Jesus, Queen of Heaven, a luminous sermon that retells stories from the Bible from a queer perspective.


Where that queered spirituality leads is to a robust resistance of capitalism. Every One is disgusted and incensed at the damage inflicted by capitalism. This is a play in which death claims responsibility for all the ills of the world: war, genocide and – his ‘masterstroke’ – an economic system that kills those it benefits as much as those it crushes. But he does so in the body of a man.


Capitalist patriarchy is destroying us, and so we need to change: to care for each other, help each other, ask ‘how are you?’ and really listen to the answer. The congregating we do in theatre might just be central to this shift. In 2013, Chris and Jo shared the stage at the Bike Shed in Exeter for a conversation; I sat in the audience electrified by the passion that erupted from Jo as she spoke of theatre as a place of resistance, in which people deny the ‘capital-intensive economy that ... is obsessed with the notion of the individual, in competition with our fellow human beings’, by working together, trusting each other and exercising empathy. Jo went on: ‘If there’s one quality that we need more than any other in this terrible world it is empathy. We have to resist this horrible tendency to dehumanise our fellow humans and judge them and belittle them and exploit them; we have to learn to love each other, and that’s what theatre is about.’ It’s what Every One is about. It’s what Chris Goode & Company is about. Jo’s marginalised, nonconformist voice sings out in this play, and that’s why the company is so proud to present it.


Maddy Costa
February 2016




To Susie,


dear loved one


for the last time




‘Things unattempted yet in prose or rhyme.’
John Milton, Paradise Lost


‘A condition of complete simplicity
Costing not less than everything.’


T.S. Eliot, Four Quartets




Before You Start to Read


Where the play comes from


At the end of the first performance of my Anna Karenina, one of my lovely daughters said to me: ‘Dad! That was about us! You put us up there!’


She was right, even though I hadn’t intended that, and obviously the characters she had just seen were originally nominally Tolstoy’s. It’s as if everything that happens to me forms part of a kind of storehouse from which, sometimes consciously and sometimes not, I draw my characters.


This play is unusual for me because it comes very directly from a recent memory. Which I will describe soon.


It’s only really in the last few weeks, as I have been reflecting on what I need to tell the actors before rehearsals (which, as I write this, begin tomorrow), that another memory has come back into consciousness. One I know has given this play its first impetus and final shape.


When I was twelve years old, my mother came to see me in the boarding school in which I had been put. Such visits were unusual, partly because she lived so very far away, and partly too because there was a sense that it was somehow ‘good for boys’ to be separated from our parents. Especially our mothers.


She took me out one Sunday that November, and then – joy of joys – I saw her again on the Wednesday. We were all to watch a rugby match; and she came along too. She brought along my little dog, Sally. Sally was a Jack Russell terrier and I loved carrying her inside my jumper so she could stick her neck out at the collar.


We were due to meet again the next day, the Thursday, when she was to be at my confirmation service in the school chapel. This was a rite of passage service where we reaffirmed our baptismal vows and were then allowed to take communion.


Part of the service consisted of each of us going up to the Bishop and kneeling before him. He was to lay his hands on our heads and say a blessing. My mum wrote me a letter, which I had received that morning, to say that I wasn’t to worry if I didn’t feel anything when this happened. When she was confirmed she had been eagerly anticipating some profound experience at this moment and was very disappointed when apparently nothing happened.


Whatever I felt at the moment, she wanted to reassure me, it would all be fine.


I was unexpectedly called away by the assistant headteacher, and off I went, with the letter still in my pocket, to be told by my grieving father that my mother had died very suddenly in the night.


It was a brain haemorrhage. It came out of nowhere. It devastated my young life.


Death is like that. I did not know it when I wrote this play, but I understand now that this experience was the seed that first generated it.


Consciously, however, this play came from the death of my wife, Susie, in February 2005.


The process began in May or June 2004, when she suffered from something that was diagnosed as a stroke. Out of nowhere, she said she felt some evil creature fixing itself to her shoulder and battening on to her. For a while she could not move; then she was taken to hospital.


I was away at the time, and could not help her.


She seemed to be on the road to recovery; but in August that year she started to lose her peripheral vision, become disorientated, and suffered from the most agonising headaches. Again she fell unconscious, again she was taken to hospital; but this time they found a brain tumour. They drilled a hole in the back of her head, located the tumour, analysed it; and discovered it was extremely malignant, and too close to the brain stem to be surgically removed.


They told me she might last for a week or so, but most likely she would die within days.


As it turned out, she lived another six months.


I cannot yet write about that time.


Afterwards, I became aware of how incompetent our culture is when it comes to the universal fact of death. It was almost impossible for me to talk about my experience; and there was a conspicuous lack of public events, either in the church, or the theatre, or anywhere, that helped me understand what had happened or which could help me continue to live with it.


A dear old friend of mine, the actor Suzanne Dance, had at about the same time suffered the death of her mother, and she was having a similar experience. We decided to try to pool our talents to see what could be done. The result is Leave to Remain, a ritualistic theatre event with words and music played live on the cello, which we have performed about two or three times a year ever since.


Leave to Remain is designed to be mostly performed in non-theatre spaces; Every One is an attempt to use the wonderful, amazing communication resources offered by a beautiful theatre like Edinburgh’s Royal Lyceum.


Both pieces are an attempt to break the taboo surrounding death and offer a way forward in the face of it.


I became very ill in the year following Susie’s death. The mitral valve in my heart was no longer functioning properly and had to be repaired. My heart was literally broken and bleeding.


In the operation, my heart had to be stopped for the surgeon to repair it.


In that sense, I, too, have died.


Certainly I had to face the possibility of my own death; both before the operation and after it, when miscommunication resulted in my being seriously overdosed with warfarin and being close to bleeding to death.


Even now, each time I become aware of my own heart beating I also become aware that one day, and perhaps now, it will stop.


This sense is intensified by the fact that I have just reached the age of sixty. This feels to me like a good time to contemplate the inevitable fact of my coming death.


Recently my mother-in-law’s health has deteriorated. I ring her up every morning; each time I hear her phone ring I know one morning she may have left us in the night and so not be there to answer it.


I have a dear friend, too, who suffers from incurable kidney disease. There is a possibility she may die suddenly at night. She lives alone, and was tormented by her thought of her dead body lying for days before someone discovered it. So we agreed she would text me every morning just to let us both know she is still alive.


This closeness to death does not depress or frighten me. On the contrary, it seems to heighten my appreciation of life.


This, too, I wish to communicate.


Everyman


As is well known, Everyman is a celebrated example of a late-medieval mystery play. It was written towards the end of the fifteenth century and presents the drama of human life and death in allegorical form.


My first intention had been to adapt it; but in the end it became clear that the play was too deeply entwined in an aspect of the Christian tradition that is now defunct; and that this would make it impossible for it to be successfully staged.


It is a very wonderful work: I admire its uncompromising insistence that we will all die, and need to use that awareness to inform our lives.


What happens in Everyman is summarised by the Man at the end of Act One.


I would commend the text, which can be found online at:


http://www.luminarium.org/medlit/everyman.htm


The character of the ‘Mother’ and the ‘Man’


In one of the crises of her final illness, Susie became aware of the presence of her dead father. She experienced him as being present as vividly as I was, I think, and she knew he was there to help her.


She also knew he was in another dimension. This dimension was as real as the dimension she was at present inhabiting, along with the rest of us, but the difficulty was that the two dimensions were out of alignment. She knew she had to get them into alignment, somehow, and felt that was the task she had to fulfil.


On my way home to write this piece, I happened to meet someone I am very fond of but had lost touch with.


The reason we had not met each other for a while is that she has been very ill with cancer. She has had to have three tumours removed; and on the last occasion, just before Christmas, they had operated on her intestines with the expectation that the tumour was inoperable.


However, to everyone’s delight and surprise, the surgeon discovered that the tumour, although very large, could in fact be removed and she has now been declared free of cancer.


She told me that while she was recovering from the operation she was lying on her back in pain and had a sudden vision that told her that the ‘afterlife’ does not happen after our lives but is happening here and now: and that the two worlds are utterly intertwined.


We have access to this ‘other world’ in our dreams, in drug-induced hallucinations, or in moments of the intensest sexual pleasure. I enter it each time I create.


Among other occasions.


When I was seventeen I found myself working in a geriatric ward with severely demented patients. Although to the outward eye they often seem to be in some kind of vegetative state, it seemed clear to me then they lived an intense inner life. Recent research with Alzheimer’s patients indicates that the key to their successful treatment seems to lie, not in forcibly trying to make their inner state conform to what we call ‘normality’, but in us respecting their world and accommodating it.


This ‘other world’ has been given many names. Jung called aspects of it ‘the collective unconscious’. A recent visit to Auschwitz confirmed that just as individuals tend to bury their traumas in the individual subconscious, so have we in Europe buried our collective trauma, the Holocaust, in the collective subconscious.


Death obviously belongs to this realm. The last time he made his appearance most forcefully felt was at the convulsive transition from the Middle Ages to the Renaissance. We are deep in the middle of another convulsive transition: and this is one reason we need to pay attention to him now.


When we use the word ‘death’ we think we understand what we are talking about. But in fact, He is a mystery. We should keep our minds open: and that is why he is not called ‘Death’ in Every One but instead, more openly and simply, ‘Man’.


He could, of course, as easily be a woman; and that is how I portrayed Death the last time I attempted to do so, in my Inés de Castro.


But in this play it is important s/he is portrayed as male.


It is, of course, perhaps a rash undertaking to try to dramatise this world at all. But I consider it worth attempting.


Staging


I like to think of my plays as gifts. Gifts for all the other professionals involved. Or perhaps better as invitations. Invitations to display their skills, creativity and talents.


And here on the page, the script is an invitation to you. To imagine…


So I hesitate, always, to prescribe stage directions; and in any case I have only limited capacity to visualise. I focus on the feeling, and I try to find the right words.


I understand, however, that it might help the reader if I gave a little clue as to how this play looked in its first incarnation.


Francis O’Connor’s beautiful design consisted essentially of a moving perspex screen that, when light was shone on it, became a mirror; and when light was shone behind it became translucent.


At the beginning of the play it filled the space under the proscenium arch so the audience were reflected in it as they entered. As the play begins, it retreated upstage and formed a neutral backdrop for the family members. They each had their little space, a kind of spotlit home from which they could speak directly to the audience or turn and speak to each other.


When Mary entered hospital, there was a dummy of her placed in a hospital bed that the audience could see behind the screen, with the family gathered round it. Mary and the Man interacted in front of the screen.


In Act Two, the configuration changed as she moved into the empty dark space of Death’s hinterland.


As the family reasserted its presence into the world, it was clear something had irrevocably changed: Mary’s light may still have been there, but she was no longer in it.


After the child appeared on the swing, and went, at the very end, the most beautiful tree appeared behind the screen upstage.


This helped move the play towards a tentative sense of hope.


Finally…


At the risk of sounding obvious: this play is designed to give pleasure to both performer and audience. It is not designed to sit on a page. If a speech or scene does not seem meaningful to you, read it aloud.


Or better still: read it to a friend.




Author’s Note


Thanks to Katie Innes, Rebecca Innes, Marie Lamont and Claire Lewis for inspiration and encouragement.


Just as this script was going to press, I heard of the death of Rolando Toro Arañeda. He has helped me immeasurably in the last years, and I wish to dedicate it to his memory.


J.C.
2010


Quick Note for the New Edition
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