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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 Green-ham 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. 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 content in 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











Now was first performed at the Tricycle Theatre, London, as part of the Women, Power and Politics season on 8 June, 2010, with the following casts:
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ACTING LEADER


Joy Wilkinson




Characters


MARGARET BECKETT


WOMAN, plays all other parts


LEO BECKETT


JOHN HUMPHRYS


CLARE SHORT


TONY BLAIR


PETER MANDELSON


EXTRAORDINARY GIRL




MARGARET. There are few people the announcement of whose death would bring tears to the eyes of everyone who knew them; John Smith was such a man. He was, as the Prime Minister said, a man of formidable intellect, of the highest ethics and of staunch integrity.


He said to me recently, ‘Why would anyone bother to go into politics, unless it was to speak up for people who cannot speak up for themselves?’ That feeling for others, along with his hatred of injustice, was the force which drove him – the service to which he gave his life.


Last night, he spoke at a gala dinner in London. He was in fine fettle and in high spirits. He spoke not from a text but from notes, and when he sat down I congratulated him especially on his final sentence – spoken, as it was, off-the-cuff and from the heart. They were almost the last words I heard him say. He looked at the assembled gathering, and he said: ‘The opportunity to serve our country – that is all we ask.’ Let that be his epitaph.


The WOMAN hurtles, on pulling two wheelie suitcases behind her. She stops, waits, impatient. She opens one of the suitcases and gets out a box of tissues. She gives a tissue to MARGARET.


Thank you.


MARGARET dries her eyes.


WOMAN. Come on.


MARGARET. I know, sorry.


MARGARET blows her nose.


WOMAN. May 12th, 1994. A Bailey Pageant Champagne caravan outside the house of Margaret and Leo Beckett.


MARGARET (looks around, confused). Leo?




WOMAN. A Bailey Pageant Champagne caravan.


The WOMAN hands MARGARET the other suitcase. MARGARET opens it, takes out a duvet and a duvet cover. The WOMAN becomes LEO.


LEO. Margaret? What’re you doing out here?


MARGARET. I wanted to get things ready, for when we go away.


LEO. Let me do that.


MARGARET. I can manage.


MARGARET busies herself, trying to put the duvet cover on the duvet.


LEO. You did well, love, from what I could tell. Got a bit emotional myself.


MARGARET. Interns in the corridors. Old men in the dining rooms. Everyone weeping. Almost everyone.


LEO. It takes a bit for the loss to really hit some people.


MARGARET. Lord Healey went on the radio. Blair and Prescott are the dream ticket.


LEO. You don’t want to take any notice of that.


MARGARET. You don’t think it’s true?


LEO. I think they should wait and see what my girl can do. We mightn’t be able to go away after all.


MARGARET. I’m not giving up our holiday.


LEO. You’ll have your hands full being leader till October, at least. And at most, who knows?


MARGARET. I can’t win, Leo.


LEO. You’re making a right mess of that. (The duvet, he takes it off her and helps.) Mind must be on something else.


MARGARET. I just want to get on with the job.


LEO. The job isn’t keeping the seat warm for what’s-his-name.




MARGARET. I know, but I can’t [win] –


LEO. ‘Why would anyone bother to go into politics, unless it was to speak up for people who cannot speak up for themselves?’ That’s the job. The dream. Whatever happens, you can’t lose that.


MARGARET. I need to think.


The WOMAN grabs a nicotine inhaler from her suitcase. She sucks on it, as CLARE SHORT.


CLARE. For fuck’s sake!


MARGARET. Clare?


CLARE (aside). Short. (Sucks.) At Millbank. (Sucks.) Mid-May. (Sucks, end of aside.) That Blair’s a wanker.


MARGARET. We’ve got to focus on the elections now.


CLARE. The elections will mean sod all at this rate. That wanker’s got it all stitched up. It’s a good job I’ve kicked the ciggies because right now – (Sucks.)


MARGARET. The European elections, Clare? June the 9th?


CLARE. Fuck Europe.


MARGARET. I wish I could, but as I happen to be Acting Leader.


CLARE. Repeat after me. ‘I am not Acting Leader. I am actually Leader.’ Check the constitution if you don’t believe me.


MARGARET. I need to speak to the National Executive.


CLARE. They’ll tell you the same thing. They all think you’re doing a cracking job. So do the women and a fair bit of the Left, but we need to show everyone else. Get them questioning his inexperience, wondering what he actually stands for. We’ve got four months to turn this around.


MARGARET. I’m going to tell the NEC to bring the leadership elections forward, to July.


CLARE. You what? Why the fuck would you [do that] –


MARGARET. Lots of reasons. Mainly 1992.




CLARE. That’ll never happen again.


MARGARET. You see how far John’s brought us on?


CLARE. You and John.


MARGARET. We can’t risk losing that momentum, getting caught up with Party issues.


CLARE. This isn’t just a Party issue, Margaret.


MARGARET. If we start questioning ourselves, imagine what the rest of the house will do, the press.


CLARE. Fuck the press. We’re picking the next Prime Minister.


MARGARET. As long as it’s a Labour Prime Minister.


CLARE. A proper Labour Prime Minister.


MARGARET. I know, but Tony’s going to win. He’s very good, maybe we should just –


CLARE. Who turned this party around?


MARGARET. John. (Pause.) And me.


CLARE. Out of all those up for it, who’s had the most leadership experience?


MARGARET. Me.


CLARE. Who’s the Leader – the actual Leader – of the Parliamentary Labour Party?


MARGARET. Me.


CLARE. Honestly now, think about it and tell me, who is the best person for the job?


Pause. MARGARET smiles.


Can’t hear you, Margie? Who’s the best?


MARGARET. Me.


CLARE. Who’s the best?


MARGARET. Me. Me. Me.




CLARE. So who’s going to win?


Pause.


MARGARET. We are.


CLARE. If we don’t believe it can happen, how can we expect anyone else to?


MARGARET. I believe it will happen. In July.


CLARE. No.


MARGARET. I’m Leader, actually. And I say we’ve got to get this out of the way so the Party can get back to full strength. We can’t afford to lose. Not again. (Pause.) We can do it, can’t we?


CLARE. We’ll win the leadership, Europe and the fucking World Cup. Come on!


CLARE puts down her inhaler and passes MARGARET some pencils. MARGARET wraps an elastic band around them to make a bundle as the WOMAN grabs a microphone.


WOMAN. 30th May. A Gallup Poll for the BBC’s On the Record with John Humphrys.


The WOMAN becomes JOHN HUMPHRYS.


HUMPHRYS. ‘Who do Labour Party members think should be the next leader?’


MARGARET. The results –


HUMPHRYS. The results are:


MARGARET. Tony –


HUMPHRYS. Tony Blair – forty-seven per cent.


MARGARET. John –


HUMPHRYS. John Prescott – fifteen per cent.


MARGARET. John, if you’ll please let me –


HUMPHRYS. Gordon Brown – eleven per cent.




MARGARET. – let me finish.


HUMPHRYS. Margaret Beckett…


He points the mike at her. Waits.


Margaret Beckett…?


MARGARET. Five per cent. (Quickly adding.) Robin Cook –


He takes the mike back.


HUMPHRYS. Robin Cook – three per cent. Don’t Know – nineteen per cent.


MARGARET grips her bundle of pencils, galvanised.


MARGARET. Nineteen per cent. That’s where we start. When the contest starts. Which isn’t yet.


WOMAN. The next day, Blair and Brown meet up at Granita Restaurant, Islington. In the absence of primary evidence, we have to rely on Peter Morgan’s excellent television drama, The Deal. (To MARGARET, handing her a can of McEwan’s.) Can you?


MARGARET. I can try.


They recreate the Granita scene, with MARGARET playing BROWN and WOMAN playing BLAIR. BLAIR has a champagne glass. BROWN cracks the can open and swigs.


BLAIR. Now, look. All I want, all I have ever wanted, is to get out of opposition and become part of a Labour Government. If I thought that having you as Leader would give us the best chance of achieving that, believe me, I’d step aside in a second.


BROWN. Bollocks.


BLAIR. That is the truth.


BROWN. A man who does what you have done in the last few days, that’s not a man who stands aside.


BLAIR. We all come into politics for the big job.


Beat.




MARGARET. I’ve got the big job, at this point. But I’m not in The Deal.
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