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Introduction


In the autumn of 1984 I was in Portree on the Isle of Skye doing some poetry readings for pupils in the high school. After the bell went at four, I was heading for the lonely B&B and my library book when I saw, in the butcher’s window, a poster advertising Communicado Theatre Company’s production of Carmen, the Play. Couldn’t believe my luck. It was on tonight!


They were my pals too. Gerry Mulgrew had, earlier that year, played (brilliantly and all too convincingly) a talking dog in a musical touring piece I’d written for Wildcat Theatre Company called Same Difference. He served as both chorus and narrator, Toby Dug, complete with saxophone, talking, rapping, relating directly to us. The audience loved him, and so did I.


That spring, as we’d rehearsed, every tea break had found him reading Prosper Merimée’s novel or deep in big historical tomes on the Spanish Civil War, because his Carmen, planned for his own burgeoning company, was to be set then, with the eponymous gypsy crossing back and forth across the lines, loyal only to her own survival and the flame of her passion for Don Jose, the Man in the Suit of Lights.


Now it was autumn and Communicado – having, that August, been the toast of the Edinburgh Festival Fringe and with sold-out weeks in the Donmar Warehouse in London and in the USA under their belts – were on tour all over Scotland. Here on Skye I easily tracked down the van outside the venue, found the company inside putting all the seats for the audience on the stage so they could play on the floor, helped them humph the minimal bits of set. And that night, as near 7.30 as was decent in the Highlands, the lights went down on one of the most thrilling pieces of theatre I’ve ever seen.


Two beautiful girls played the fiddle, conjuring the story out of the darkness, Alison Peebles blew the smoke from her cigarette through the slats of a Venetian blind and, with a pull of the cord and a lighting change, was revealed in a tilted beret and a raggy vintage bit of finery from a charity shop as just the sexiest, most amoral, most fascinating Carmen ever.


Stephen Jeffreys’ terrific play, a radical retelling of an old story for his own purposes, remained a beacon for me later as I struggled with my version of the Mary Queen of Scots myth for Gerry and this groundbreaking company. To my enduring delight and pride it has become a Communicado – and national – landmark, joining Carmen and Edwin Morgan’s wonderful rhyming Scots translation of Rostand’s Cyrano de Bergerac and Mulgrew’s own storytelling productions of the tinker-ish Tall Tales for Long Dark Nights and Arabian Nights and – only last month – Tam O’Shanter.


How I remember Mary Queen of Scots Got Her Head Chopped Off coming about was this: Gerry Mulgrew had the idea.


And, once his Carmen tour was done, he took me for a Chinese meal and said he wanted to do a Mary Queen of Scots Show and that he wanted me to write it. This must’ve been early in 1985, and already he was thinking forward to 1987, when it was going to be the four hundredth anniversary of Mary’s decapitation at the hands of her cousin Elizabeth. With his producer’s hat on, Mulgrew thought Communicado’s Festival Fringe piece for that year (‘If we can get the grant,’ he said) ought to commemorate this. He felt that the very fact it was the anniversary of Mary’s death rather than her birth we’d be remembering was perhaps the start of an interesting story already? ‘It’ll really sell, there’ll be loads of attention for this subject, someone’ll do that Schiller play,’ I remember him saying. (The Official Festival did, indeed, with Hannah Gordon as Mary.)


It all seemed a long way ahead, more than two and a half years. I was delighted to say yes. It didn’t, that night, matter that neither of us seemed to know much of anything of the history, except the blunt axe-man ending, and... oh, yes, we had both memories of a childhood game played by flicking the heads off dandelions while chanting ‘Mary-Queen-of-Scots-Got-Her-Head-Chopped-Off, Mary-Queen-of-Scots-Got-Her-Head-Chopped-Off...’ We were, though, already very aware that, culturally, as a Scot of Irish- Catholic descent (Gerry) and I, of solidly Lowland Scottish Presbyterian stock, had been brought up with totally different versions of the myth. The Catholic Mary is certainly a martyr and almost a saint; the Proddy version of Mary veers between limp victim and politically inept nymphomaniac devil-woman who almost scuppered Our Glorious Reformation. Of course we had long put by such childish things. Naturally, we were each at war with our own cultural biases – for example: I was as much exercised by the misogyny of John Knox, his enduring anti¬feminist, anti-feminine legacy in Scottish society, as Gerry was attracted by the notion that Knox’s teaching the people to read so they could read the Bible for themselves and the Protestant ideal of a direct one-to-one relationship with God, un-mediated by any clerical hierarchy, had directly led to democracy. We were both republican and anti-royalist. So it might seem odd that we would soon be so wound up in the emotions of this long-ago royal tragedy. But anyway we made a deal, Gerry would apply for a commission from the Arts Council to pay me for a script, he would get on with the next Communicado Project and, together and separately, we’d start work on the Mary Queen of Scots Show for the Edinburgh Festival Fringe, August 1987 – and then to tour.


Flash forward to June 1987 and I’m up all night, unable to go to bed as the horror unfolds and the election results come in. For the third time Margaret Thatcher gets back in to power. We can’t believe it. Nobody in Scotland can believe it. We voted resoundingly against the Tories in this country and yet we are being ruled by them. Again. That Friday there is a palpable sense of gloom everywhere, and at Glasgow Queen Street I actually consider getting on the wrong train, running away, instead of boarding the train to go to that meeting in Edinburgh in Communicado’s wee borrowed office to tell Gerry that we don’t have a play to go into rehearsal with next month. Yes, there are scenes and fragments all over the place, we both know there are those wee bits we like, that speech of the Corbie character with the pan-Scotland overview, that sexy scene between Leicester and Elizabeth, that plotting scene where Mary, imprisoned in that castle, gets that brewer to help her get messages out to her English Catholic allies, there is mibbe something in that cruel kids’ stuff but it doesn’t fit with anything else... I’ve got a trunk-load of research material (I had increasingly spent more and more hours that spring in Glasgow’s Mitchell Library doing more and more ‘research’ – i.e. Not Writing the Play). ‘Gerry, I’ve got all these scenes, but we don’t have a play. We go into rehearsal next month and by then I’ll have to have found you a do-able one among all the literally hundreds there are about her, the library catalogues say so. I’ll start reading today. I can’t write the Mary Queen of Scots play you wanted. And the bloody Tories are in again.’


Gerry is amazing. He refuses, just won’t release me from the job of doing this piece. No, we’ve promised an original world premiere of a Mary Queen of Scots Show. It doesn’t have to be a proper play. (He says this like it’s the last thing he’d have wanted!) He says – as a way out of this impasse – to simply tell the story as a folk tale, and then Communicado can dramatise this folk tale, in the way they did Arabian Nights. He says to imagine how King Lear would be as a fairy story. Once upon a time there was a King who had three daughters, and he decided to divide his kingdom between them, so he called them together and... ‘Just write: once upon a time,’ he says... ‘What would that be? What would come next? And we’ll go from there.’


So that night, back home in Glasgow, I find myself writing down – just as part of a process, that was all he’d meant it to be – ‘Once upon a time there were twa queens on the wan green island.’ And then realising just how well that fitted Corbie’s voice...


From that point, so late in the day, the piece came to life. For a team of eight already in place – not Communicado’s style to necessarily have a play written before casting it – including both Alison Peebles and also Anne Wood, one of those wonderful fiddlers from Carmen, and a dancer no one knew yet that Gerry really wanted to work with and the amazing Myra McFadyen we all loved for whom the chorus/narrator, and the backbone of the piece, role had initially been conceived, and long tall Anne Lacey, with her flag of long pale red hair and face from a Flemish painting, to be Mary.


Burning midnight oil, as I did just about every night from then until we opened, I was never happier.


I can remember, just a week before rehearsals began, coming up with what seemed like a good solution for how to do the murder of Riccio for this tiny cast. (In reality, more than a dozen armed men broke in and murdered Mary’s secretary before her very eyes as she sat with a few trusted servants in Holyrood Palace.) Oh, but I could do it as a play-within-a-play and it could be a horrid-comical masque of Salome, which would end up with a different head on a plate... It was, for me, from now on, just simply a matter of getting on with it, and the sheer enjoyment of the rhyming and the Stanley Holloway parodying, and taking down those most passionate speeches for Mary which seemed, whiles, to almost write themselves.


When we did go into rehearsal, about three quarters of what is now here was extant. Not necessarily in the right order – I don’t like to admit it but the Bairns scene was the beginning of the play, not the end. And although the first half ended properly with the wedding of Mary and Darnley, there was the wrong rhythm and build-up in the earlier scenes, which were all about the different contemporaneous circumstances and forces ranged against the queens in both Scotland and England until Elizabeth sends Darnley north, and Mary falls for him, chooses him. Her first dramatic – and disastrous – action.


But, at the end of the first week, as the company struggled through a stagger-run of the first half, I saw quite clearly what the structure of the whole play should be. The Bairns were a coda, Corbie the beginning and – as Colin MacNeil the designer bravely, and so rightly, held off from making any irrevocable design decisions till he saw properly what the play was and came up with his perfect broken circus ring and fantastic anachronistic costumes, which were all, apart from terrific actors and performers, this play needs – I set about, more midnight oil, putting the shape of it to rights, as I had to, more Corbie-glue to write too, while poor Gerry, actually playing Knox as well as directing the piece and trying to see the whole arc of the thing, was understandably going crazy waiting for the script of everything from the Murder of Darnley till the death of Mary...


We got there in the end. With the play not yet quite in the shape that now goes into print, but definitely in the context of a debate about the then current state of affairs between Scotland and England that the play seemed to illuminate. Margaret Thatcher is not Queen Elizabeth the First, but questions of women and power – and how to hold on to it – are always there as we consider either icon. There was at that time a real sense of frustration in Scotland, a need for us to tell our own stories and find our own language to tell it in. Communicado had a bit of a mission about that, which I was proud to share.


It was a huge success. For Communicado – I honestly did not think any other theatre company would be able to do this play or would ever want to. And yet it has had quite a life. They study it in schools and universities. I’ve seen many other productions, professional and student and amateur, and enjoyed most of them very much. My friend David McVicar, now a world-famous opera director, did it at the Lyceum in Edinburgh with Daniela Nardini as Mary and also in upstate New York with a tiny little Puerto Rican powerhouse of an Elizabeth. He was tough with me about the gap he perceived in the published Penguin edition of the play, sure that I hadn’t finished the ‘historical’ story satisfactorily nor bridged it properly into the anachronistic coda. In the nineties I wrote far too long a composite scene for David’s production, resolving all the characters, and including a clumsier version of the simple scene in Mary’s cell the night before the execution that I am pretty sure I have now, for the first time, got right.
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