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  Rockets and Blue Lights was first performed at the Royal Exchange Theatre, Manchester, on 13 March 2020. The cast was as follows:




  

    

      	

        BILLIE


      



      	

        Anthony Aje


      

    




    

      	

        TURNER/ROY/PETER PIPER


      



      	

        Paul Bradley


      

    




    

      	

        THOMAS/TREVOR


      



      	

        Karl Collins


      

    




    

      	

        LOU/OLU


      



      	

        Kiza Deen


      

    




    

      	

        CAESAR/REUBEN


      



      	

        Natey Jones


      

    




    

      	

        ESSIE/LUCY


      



      	

        Rochelle Rose


      

    




    

      	

        RUSKIN/JOHNSON/DECKER


      



      	

        Matthew Seadon-Young


      

    




    

      	

        JESS/JEANIE


      



      	

        Kudzai Sitima


      

    




    

      	

        DANBY/MARY/MEG/VONNIE


      



      	

        Cathy Tyson


      

    




    

      	

        CLARKE/PEARSON/BENJAMIN


      



      	

        Everal A. Walsh


      

    




    

      	

        Director


      



      	

        Miranda Cromwell


      

    




    

      	

        Designer


      



      	

        Laura Hopkins


      

    




    

      	

        Lighting Designer


      



      	

        Jessica Hung Han Yun


      

    




    

      	

        Sound Designer


      



      	

        Elena Peña


      

    




    

      	

        Composer/Musical Director


      



      	

        Femi Temowo


      

    




    

      	

        Associate Musical Director


      



      	

        Elizabeth Westcott


      

    




    

      	

        Associate Director


      



      	

        Mumba Dodwell


      

    




    

      	

        Assistant Director


      



      	

        Chantelle Walker


      

    




    

      	

        Voice/Dialect Coach


      



      	

        Joel Trill


      

    




    

      	

        Casting Director


      



      	

        Vicky Richardson CDG


      

    




    

      	

        Stage Manager


      



      	

        Louise Martin


      

    




    

      	

        Deputy Stage Manager


      



      	

        Sylvia Darkwa-Ohemeng


      

    




    

      	

        Assistant Stage Manager


      



      	

        Sarah Barnes


      

    




    

      	

        Rehearsal Historian Consultant


      



      	

        Dr Gemma Romain


      

    




    

      	

        Rehearsal Historian Consultant


      



      	

        Dr Kristy Warren


      

    


  




  With special thanks to Barbara Crossley and Martyn & Valerie Torevell for supporting the creation of this production.
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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, twelve years old, black




  VONNIE, Lou’s sister, black




  CLARKE, eighties, Lou’s grandfather, black




  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, twelve years old, black




  BENJAMIN, a beggar, black




  PETER PIPER, a beggar, a blacked-up white man




  HANNAH DANBY, Turner’s housekeeper, white




  MARY, Turner’s mother, white




  DECKER, a recruiting officer, white




  CAESAR, a shantyman, black




  RUSKIN, artist, white




  Suggested Doubling




  ESSIE/LUCY




  LOU/OLU




  THOMAS/TREVOR




  REUBEN/CAESAR




  CLARKE/PEARSON/BENJAMIN




  TURNER/ROY/PETER PIPER




  RUSKIN/JOHNSON/DECKER




  DANBY/MARY/MEG/VONNIE




  BILLIE




  JESS




  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 ebook was created before the end of rehearsals and so may differ slightly from the play as performed.




  

    

  




  Prologue




  2007. ESSIE and LOU stare at Turner’s painting The Slave Ship (which the audience can’t see) on the ‘fourth wall’ of a museum on board a ship, which is the reproduction of a slaver. LOU wears a beautiful designer gown and jewellery.




  LOU glances at ESSIE who is absorbed in the painting.




  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. Why does he make something so ugly beautiful?




  ESSIE. Other painters produce noble victims or make the abolitionists into saints; Turner comes up with this portrait of a massacre. It’s incredible. (Slight pause.) What do you see?




  LOU. A pair of disembodied black tits, and a leg that looks like a pig’s trotter.




  They both laugh.




  They gaze at the picture.




  ESSIE. At first you can’t make out what’s going on. You have to look, really look. You can’t turn away.




  Slight pause.




  LOU. When I look at this painting I think about his amazing use of colour, his elegant suggestion of bloodshed in a captured sunset. The only person we can see has her head submerged in the water. I look at this painting and I don’t think about what’s just happened to those poor men, women, children. They’re invisible.




  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.




  LOU. And we just stand here looking; watch their hands search for ours, knowing full well that we can’t help them.




  ESSIE. The critics bludgeoned him for this. They all thought he’d gone mad.




  Silence. ESSIE takes a sneaky sidelong look at LOU as she contemplates the painting.




  LOU. When I look at this I feel as though I’m inside Turner’s mind. And that is not a good place to be.




  ESSIE. It’s art. All it can do is bear witness.




  They look at the painting. LOU takes a quick sidelong look at ESSIE.




  LOU. I’m getting together with a few friends later. There’ll be a lot of creative people there. I think you’ll find it interesting. Will you come?




  ESSIE. I er . . . I um . . . thank you, but I –




  LOU. You’ve heard of Reuben Sumner?




  ESSIE. Of course . . . he’s amazing. He makes those underwater sculptures . . .




  LOU. He’s also – you know, for his day job he’s a marine archaeologist. He was historical adviser on that film about Turner.




  ESSIE. Oh yes, that film. The Ghost Ship.




  LOU. Have you seen it?




  ESSIE. Yes, I’ve seen it. It has its moments, but . . .




  LOU. I know what you mean. England is an abolition theme park right now, and I hate the way this painting contributes to the abolitionist narrative of white saviourism.




  ESSIE. Does it, though? I mean look at it, it’s an extraordinary indictment of those very narratives, isn’t it?




  BILLIE enters carrying a clipboard.




  Hello, you. What are you doing here? Where’s Mr Richmond?




  BILLIE. Don’t know, miss.




  ESSIE. You’re supposed to be doing the Coffle Walk with him.




  BILLIE. I don’t like him, miss. I prefer to hang with you.




  ESSIE. Just because we’re not on school property doesn’t mean that we’re ‘hanging out’. You’ve got to treat today like one long lesson.




  BILLIE (notices LOU). Oh my days. It’s her. Captain Thingy. It’s her, miss.




  ESSIE (amused by BILLIE’s excitement). What are you talking about?




  BILLIE. It’s her, miss. Off the telly. Captain Sola Andrews of the space ship SS Rego.




  ESSIE. Oh. (Suddenly realising who LOU is.) Oh.




  BILLIE. What’s she doing here, miss?




  LOU (holds her hand out). Very nice to meet you.




  BILLIE and ESSIE are star-struck, stand with their mouths open. ESSIE quickly pulls herself together.




  ESSIE. Where are your manners, Bille? Say hello.




  LOU shakes BILLIE’s hand. He can hardly speak.




  BILLIE. And she’s in that film. I seen the posters everywhere. Can I have your autograph, Captain?




  LOU. Of course. And you don’t have to call me Captain. You can call me Lou. Do you have a pen? Where shall I sign?




  BILLIE gives LOU his clipboard. LOU looks at it.




  You’re a very talented artist.




  BILLIE. It’s this boat-museum, Captain.




  LOU (to BILLIE). I don’t want to sign on that, do I? It’ll look as though it’s my drawing instead of yours. (Turns the page, signs.) There.




  BILLIE. It’s going to take us up the river. When’s it sailing, miss?




  ESSIE. It’s leaving at five o’clock, after the Coffle Walk.




  BILLIE. Are you coming with us?




  LOU. Me? Oh no. I’ve just come to look at this painting.




  LOU hands back the clipboard.




  I’ll tell you a secret, though: This is the boat we used in our film.




  BILLIE. Is it? Wow.




  LOU. The production company donated it to the Foundation and they turned it into this floating museum.




  BILLIE. And I’ll tell you a secret . . . I’m going to be famous, too. I’m going to be a footballer or a boxer, or a street dancer.




  LOU. Well, you’ve got a lot of options there.




  BILLIE. Man U’s gonna buy me for millions of pounds.




  ESSIE. Run off and find Mr Richmond, Billie. He’ll be going mad with worry.




  BILLIE. Do I have to, miss?




  ESSIE. Yes, you do. Go on. I’ll catch you up.




  BILLIE. I think you’re awesome.




  LOU. Well, I think you’re awesome too.




  BILLIE is made up. He runs off.




  ESSIE. I’m sorry . . . I didn’t . . . I didn’t recognise you . . .




  LOU. I wouldn’t have got talking to you if you had.




  ESSIE. You’ve been nominated for an award, haven’t you? Of course. That’s why you’re . . . I love your dress. Aren’t you going to be late?
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