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  After the Act is a show about many different voices coming together, and so it’s perhaps appropriate that creating it was a monumentally collective effort. Beyond our credited collaborators, we’re grateful to the following people for helping us bring this absurdly ambitious piece to the stage:




  On the research front, we’re indebted to the author Paul Baker and his fantastically gripping book Outrageous! The Story of Section 28 and Britain’s Battle for LGBT Education. This wide-reaching and meticulously cited account helped us connect the dots of the timeline and scope of Section 28, and its publication halfway through the show’s development filled a gap in the literature that we, and readers in general, were desperately missing. We recommend it to anyone wanting to further their understanding of the subject. Davina Cooper’s Sexing the City: Lesbian and Gay Politics Within the Activist State, which includes recollections and analysis of her time at Haringey Council in the 1980s, was also instrumental for us in conceiving the show’s ‘Ordinary Mums and Dads’ sequence.




  Our access to a vast trove of original sources would not have been possible without the efforts of archivists over the years to compile and preserve records of British queer activism and media coverage. The Lesbian and Gay Newsmedia Archive at the Bishopsgate Institute provided us with a fascinating window into the (generally grim) public attitudes towards gay people in the 1980s, as well as a clear picture of the ways in which the right-wing press stoked the hysteria that led to Section 28. Veronica McKenzie’s Vanguard Collection at the Haringey Archive, meanwhile, gave us a vivid and inspiring overview of the activities of Haringey-based community activists through oral histories, council documents and campaign materials. Thank you to Julie Melrose at the Haringey Archives for your help, and for your generosity in granting image rights for the video design in our production. Both of these collections also house some of the few precious copies of Jenny Lives with Eric and Martin, which would otherwise have set us back over a hundred pounds on eBay.




  Another archivist we would like to thank is perhaps better known for his work in other fields – Sir Ian McKellen, who kindly spoke with us and allowed us to spend the day trawling through his basement collection of correspondence and photographs relating to Section 28, the Arts Lobby and Stonewall. The role played by well-known arts professionals including Sir Ian in organising against Section 28 didn’t make it into our final show (they would no doubt tell it better than we ever could), but did help us find our title – a tribute to the 1988 gala performance Before the Act. This fundraising evening of works by gay and lesbian writers to support the fight against the Clause was put on by Sir Ian and Michael Cashman among others, and is recalled in detail in Bev Ayres’ excellent podcast of the same name. We’re proud to continue the tradition, in our own small way, of theatre fighting against the impact of Section 28.




  As ever, we would like to thank David Byrne, Sophie Wallis and the team at New Diorama for their support and trust in us as a company – and for making us feel like anything was possible. David, you told us this was the riskiest show you’d ever programmed and that you wouldn’t have accepted this pitch from anyone else. Thank you for waiting until the show was open to tell us that, and for your late-night show notes and encouragement during a truly wild week of previews. In the same vein, we’re grateful to Rachel Twigg and the National Theatre Studio for allowing us the time and space to figure out whether this idea might work, and for putting up with a week of us harmonising homophobic obscenities.




  Over the course of the show’s development, we’ve been lucky enough to work with a brilliant collection of queer performers, singers and musicians, who have lent us their voices and fed in their ideas and experiences. The final show is the product of everyone who took part in those initial workshops: Rachel Barnes, Dior Clarke, Emer Dineen, Sarah Farrell, Len Blanco, Marina Papadopoulos, Alex Roberts, Lucy Stepan and Yasser Zadeh. We also had the great privilege of working with Tika Mu’tamir, Ellian Showering and EM Williams in the initial production – thank you so much for coming on that journey with us and for all that you brought to the show.




  Finally, a heartfelt thanks to all of our interviewees who so generously trusted us with their stories, and who in speaking with us helped to fill the void of over three decades of silence. Our conversations spanned the length and breadth of the UK and several different generations, and their common themes and echoed experiences helped us feel less alone – particularly in the isolated, post-Covid weeks when we first began this project. This show is for you, and for everyone else who wasn’t able to learn about who they were during those dark years of Section 28.




  Billy Barrett and Ellice Stevens




  

    

  




  




  Director’s Note




  When you ask children of the late ’80s and early ’90s about their memories of Section 28, or being taught anything about gay people at school, they most likely won’t have much to say – the very essence of the Act was censorship and absence. But that was one of the questions Ellice and I put to ex-students, teachers, activists and historians at the outset of this project, as we tried to piece together the story of the legislation to mark the twenty-year anniversary of its repeal.




  Because for us, researching After the Act was as much an attempt to fill in the gaps of our own knowledge as those of our audience. As ’90’s kids, we weren’t around for the febrile ideological clashes or headline-grabbing protests that preceded Section 28. We grew up under its shadow – with coy half-answers from teachers and casual homophobia a part of daily life at school. I’m pretty sure I only really found out that that silence and ambiguity had been government-mandated long after I’d actually left. This was despite growing up in Haringey – a London borough, I’d later learn, that just a few years earlier had been one of the most infamous hotspots of the Section 28 culture wars.




  As I heard more about it occasionally over the years, the idea for a show about Section 28 quietly began to form in the back of my mind. The Haringey connection fascinated me – as did the fact that I have no memories of the Clause being repealed halfway through my time at school, or of any particularly inclusive messaging afterwards. At a certain point, I realised that I knew almost nothing about this thing that had such a fundamental impact on my growing up and making sense of my place in the world – and nor, it seemed, did many other people my age. It was as if the Clause had successfully prohibited knowledge even of its own existence.




  But by the time I pitched the idea to Ellice and our composer Frew, in 2021, Section 28 was making its way back into the national conversation – less because of its impending anniversary than because many queer people were arguing that it was being resuscitated in a new form via the vicious backlash against trans rights. It only takes a cursory look through the coverage of Section 28 at the time to see the connections between fear-mongering around ‘positive images’ of gays and lesbians in schools, and the demonisation of trans-inclusive education and young people’s access to gender-affirming services today. Ellice and I had by then spent six or seven years honing our approaches to verbatim and documentary theatre, and had developed not only a rapacious appetite for an archive but a conviction that the struggles of our present are often seen most clearly from the distance of the past. There are stories that wait to be told – and this one, we decided, was ready to be heard.




  So on our first day of research, we walked into Gay’s The Word bookshop on Marchmont Street – the logical starting point of any queer history project – ready to learn all about Section 28. There wasn’t a single book about it. Similarly, no one we spoke to around that time could recommend a documentary, or even a play or novel that gave a full account of how the legislation was enacted and the impact it had. Of course, it was likely to feature as context, or a subplot, to any ’80’s queer story – everyone now remembers the books being taken off school library shelves in It’s a Sin. But despite its enormity, the Clause never seemed to be the main event. We suddenly found ourselves hit by the daunting scale of the task ahead – as well as a ridiculous burden of responsibility. Were we going to have to scrap this whole musical idea and instead create a vast oral history project, just so this stuff was actually written down somewhere?




  Thankfully, we were far from the only ones to have the idea to mark the anniversary, and subsequently a whole wave of books, films and performance projects specifically about Section 28 and its legacy has begun to emerge with various different angles on the subject, of which we’re proud to be a part. This relieved us of the impossible remit of a fully comprehensive account, allowing us to hone in on the events and personal testimonies that spoke most vividly to us.




  Perhaps the main reason that so few people (or seemingly, none) have set out to dramatise the story of Section 28 itself is that no single character or even small group of characters can tell it from start to finish. This is a story involving many different campaign groups and politicians across the country, over a number of years, fighting over an arcane piece of legislation that ended up affecting literally everyone that went to a state school. We realised very quickly that finding the through-line and dramatic structure was going to be a challenge. A fictional protagonist – one possible solution – felt unfaithful in some way to the documentary and verbatim nature of the endeavour. Instead, we realised, the show had to wholeheartedly embrace the notion of one character passing the baton to the next – in a decades-long relay, running through classrooms, news studios, the Houses of Parliament, all the way up to the present day.




  Structurally, then, the show is chronological – with the exception of the first scene, which functions as a sort of cold open, and the last, which acts as a final flashback. Thatcher’s power ballad ‘Cheated’ is also dropped in out of sequence at the top of Act Two, as a drag-inspired fever dream that sets up the bleaker scenes that follow. The full text is probably about seventy-five per cent verbatim; the majority of its words are drawn from our own interviews, as well as Hansard (the record of all parliamentary debates) and other archival materials. These were, of course, then cut up, edited and reordered for the score as well as for narrative. Substantial dialogue, for example from the parents in ‘Ordinary Mums and Dads’, is adapted from and fairly close to original sources including vox pops from the time.




  The show is a musical; that was essential to its conception. Partly, the music is intended as a theatrical unifier, to chorally bring together disparate narrative strands and fragmented scenes. It is also a little strategic – a Trojan horse of a glittering, camp spectacle housing a documentary theatre piece that might have otherwise sounded just too depressing or earnest. But perhaps most importantly, the music has always been about making a lot of noise – of filling the silence, however trite that might sound, and of literally vocalising something of the exuberance of the queer community from the 1980s to today.




  In fact, the show very much grew out of an existing collaboration with our composer, Frew, and a curiosity to discover together what our take on a verbatim musical might be. The key reference for us all at that point was, of course, London Road – Alecky Blythe and Adam Cork’s virtuosic verbatim musical about local residents’ reactions to the serial murders in Ipswich. That piece proved that such a thing was even possible, and pioneered a technique of scoring and emphasising the natural patter and intonation of their interviewees’ speech. We ended up taking quite a different approach – partly from the desire to carve out our own style and follow Frew’s musical instincts, and partly because we worked from a combination of recorded and transcribed or otherwise written text.




  We also leant heavily into musical references from the era, which Frew is a master at, and had a lot of fun ironically smashing together form and content. Frew’s idea for a Billy Bragg-style protest anthem for the fiercely conservative ‘Ordinary Mums and Dads’, for example, makes it unexpectedly moving – whilst ‘Roll the Dice’, which cuts together horrendous tabloid bile about the dangers of AIDS and the need to curb the ‘promotion’ of homosexuality, has poignant and confronting undertones of Bronski Beat’s ‘Smalltown Boy’.
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