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Introduction


Deirdre Kinahan




I am delighted by the publication of these five short plays which feature intermittently in the swirl of my writing career from my very first effort, Bé Carna (1999), to my most recent commission, An Old Song, Half Forgotten (2023). They each carry their own story as to my life in theatre, as well as reaching out into the ether to find voice for some beautiful, broken characters disappeared by the world.




The first play, Bé Carna (women of the flesh), was written in 1999 when I was working as an actress in my own fledgling theatre company, Tall Tales. A good friend of my mother Pat, Sister Fiona Pryle, was setting up a support group for women working in prostitution in Dublin and asked me if I would teach the ladies basic literacy and computer skills as a means of subsidising my budding artistic life. I spent five years working with this brilliant organisation, Ruhama Women’s Project, now considered to be one of the most important advocacy groups in Ireland and Europe.




Back in the day, however, we hadn’t a bob, and I remember literally wallpapering a tiny room at the top of a shop in a tough part of Dublin, with two of the women, to create our first meeting place. The women accessing the project had spent most of their lives working in prostitution. They were older now and Ruhama was trying to help them retrain and secure a different means of making a living, if that was their desire. Prostitution in Dublin in the 1990s was still an outdoor/street pursuit, though a new group of trafficked and drug-using women were growing in number. Ruhama had an outreach service and provided a safe space with lovely services, such as reflexology, massage, counselling and various educational classes.




The ladies knew I was trying to make a career in theatre, so they used to come and see me in plays produced by me and my friend Maureen Collender through Tall Tales. Then one of the women asked if I would write a play about them; a play that gave a true picture of who they were as women, not just as prostitutes. I thought it a great idea and said I would try to put a team together, including a writer, explaining that I didn’t write for theatre. The women, however, were having none of it; they knew me, trusted me and wanted me to write that play. So… what to do but give it a go? And so Bé Carna – and Deirdre the playwright – were born.




The play is a series of five interlinking monologues inspired by stories I came across at Ruhama. I suppose I wanted to share with an audience the privilege of knowledge that I enjoyed as to how diverse and courageous this community of women are. How they don’t fit into any stereotype and how their lives as women are deeply impacted by society’s response to prostitution. I worked with a wonderful team of five actors, and director Gerry Morgan, in figuring out how to link and perform these individual pieces, imagining a kind of homage to the ghosts of Irish women subjected to institutionalisation and vilification over the centuries. We played for a few weeks in Dublin and took the play to Edinburgh. It was very well received, and I believe organisations used the text for advocacy and education around the realities of such a life for many years. It is, understandably, a dark tale, but reverberates nonetheless with humanity, warmth and comic humour – because that is/was the truth of the fantastic women I knew at the time.




Hue & Cry is a very dear play to me because I believe it to be the play where I really found my writing voice. Seven years in, it was written as part of a programme of new plays by women produced by Tall Tales for a lunchtime season of nine weeks. The play is an exploration of grief and how it might shape a human being. It was written not long after my own mother died and was probably part of my trying to figure out how to hold on to a happy disposition whilst facing the cruel void of her absence. I had also experienced a miscarriage that year so was ‘reeling’, to quote my old pal Damian who is central to the play.




The set-up is quite traditional: it is the night before a funeral and two cousins meet at the gathering. There is a dilemma, however,




in that the son of the man to be buried, Damian, is not welcome, and his cousin Kevin (a delicate dance choreographer) has been sent into the tiny sitting room to throw him out! The play, to me, was always like a boxing match, as these two gorgeous, broken beings shift and dance around each other before coming to a deep understanding despite themselves, and connecting in a way that one might never imagine.




Hue & Cry was originated by two great Irish actors, Will O’Connell and Karl Shiels. Karl in particular is a legendary figure, who died far too young in 2019. I was thrilled when Will took to directing a new version in the spring of that year at its original venue with two younger actors, never knowing that seeing Karl there was to be the last time I would ever encounter him.




Bogboy is my dad’s favourite play, a badge that brings its own importance to my heart. My poor dad never thought I’d make a living in theatre and he spent years trying in vain to redirect me. Indeed, to this day, I’m still not sure he is entirely convinced!




The play centres around two characters, Hughie and Brigid, and their budding friendship in the bogs of Meath. This pair couldn’t be less likely bedfellows, with totally different backgrounds, outlooks, accents, inner and outer lives – yet they bring great consolation to each other, as Brigid struggles with drug addiction and Hughie his mental health. They are thrown together when Brigid moves to a rural rehabilitation programme, begging lifts from her gentle, monosyllabic neighbour. As their doomed friendship grows, we get a sneak peak into their lives, but all is upended when an amnesty is announced for those involved in IRA terrorist murders during the troubled 1970s. Bogboy is really a play about Ireland’s relationship with the Northern Irish struggle, our deep complicity in and denial of that war, told through the meeting of these two lost and lonely souls. It was originally written for RTÉ as a radio play and then adapted for the stage, winning two awards at the 2010 First Irish Festival in New York.




Wild Notes is an unusual little play, written for Solas Nua Theatre Company in Washington DC, one of many plays written for or produced by international theatre companies as my career moved more and more beyond Ireland. The play was commissioned as a sister play to one written by Psalmayene 24, a hip-hop artist from Washington DC, in commemoration of Frederick Douglass, the escaped slave and abolitionist, who visited Ireland in the 1840s. The two plays were performed as one production in a makeshift tent on the pier of the Anacostia River, where Douglass once lived.




Delving into Black American history was a frightening, if privileged, prospect, because I am a white woman with no experience of what it is to live that often brutal reality. Frederick Douglass, however, is a most extraordinary character, who was greatly impacted by his trip to Ireland in 1845–46, claiming that it was the first time in his life he was treated not as a slave but as a man. His visit was organised by Irish Quakers who eventually bought him his freedom, but he came at a time when the native Irish were dying in their thousands from colonial neglect and starvation during the Great Famine. Douglass was startled by the plight of these white Irish, recognising the deep repression of their race, and noting that the desperation of their music was akin to the ‘wild notes of the cotton fields’ back home.




In Wild Notes I examine the impact of colonialism on Ireland and America through a meeting between Douglass and a young woman hoping to emigrate to the country he runs from, in order to win her own freedom. Our ‘Frederick Douglass Project’ was greatly celebrated in Washington in 2018 and nominated for a suite of Helen Hayes Awards.




An Old Song, Half Forgotten was written entirely for the voice of one of Ireland’s best-loved actors, Bryan Murray. Bryan was recently diagnosed with Alzheimer’s and couldn’t bear the idea of never stepping foot on stage again, so I offered to write a play for him that he might still perform. A crazy idea perhaps, but then theatre is always the right place for crazy ideas.




The play is inspired by Bryan’s own life but presents a different character, James O’Brien, who is joined on stage by a charming version of his younger self. When a string quartet visit the day room of the older James’s nursing home, the music they play stirs a suite of fabulous moments and memories in him that take the audience on a journey through his beautifully ordinary, extraordinary life. Both James and his younger self enter into these memories in real time, re-enacting his own experiences and those of the people close to him, thus rebuilding a man just as his Alzheimer’s causes him to crack and fade. It is thanks to the amazing courage of Bryan and the determined genius of my fellow creatives, under direction from Louise Lowe, that the play could reach the Abbey stage in 2023.




The short play is very traditional to Irish theatre; indeed a night of two or three one-act plays was a mainstay of early programming at the Abbey, allowing thoughts, themes and worlds to connect and collide during a single evening of theatrical entertainment. I believe it to be a little jewel of a structure, because it keeps the audience in their seats, immersed entirely in a lightning flash on a different world, the illumination made all the more acute by brevity.




The plays in this book each shine a light into a forgotten corner of our humanity, insistent in their unearthing of those disappeared by their own people – be it because of colour in Wild Notes, addiction in Hue & Cry, disease in An Old Song, or social boycott in Bé Carna and Bogboy. I do hope you enjoy your dance in the domain of these irrepressible characters. They have a lot to say, even if they choose to say it quickly and quietly.




February 2023










BÉ CARNA


Women of the Flesh










Author’s Note


Bé Carna is written as five monologues which weave in and out of each other. I have presented the monologues in the original sequence here but it is not imperative that this sequence be followed. In the first production of Bé Carna directed by Gerry Morgan, the monologues are set against a compassionate female chorus comprised of the five actors. This structure grew out of workshops participated in by myself, Gerry and the five original actors: Maureen Collender, Evan Holton, Róisín Kearney, Eithne McGuinness and Victoria Monkhouse. The chorus embody the notion that these women echo the stories of all women, all times, everywhere, who have suffered because of society’s inability to cope with issues around sex. The chorus represent a ghostly body who persuade these five characters to tell their stories, and in telling of their own plight in a present time frame, the characters provide for a ‘remembering’ of all those who have gone before. The five actors play both character and chorus member. While in the chorus they watch each character ‘tell’, they live each story and comfort the teller. Bé Carna takes place in an imaginary landscape, the gritty realism of the stories is in stark contrast to the ghostly limbo-setting of the play.










Bé Carna was first performed at Andrew’s Lane Theatre, Dublin, on 5 May 1999. The cast was as follows:
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  Characters




    GER, forties




    SANDRA, thirty




    TERESA, twenties




    RACHEL, twenties




    KATHLEEN, forties









  




  An empty stage. Five women enter. Each actor only becomes their character when telling their story, at all other times they form the CHORUS. The women form a semicircle with the actor playing GER, backstage-centre. The actor playing SANDRA lies down in the middle of the stage. The play opens with a recital of the words entitled ‘Dead Sisters’ by the actor playing GER.




  GER. Dead sisters, dead sisters, dead sisters. Grey water, scrubbing, raw, kneeling, faceless, secrets, suck, hidden nuns, prayers, trees, blood, heels clattering, light, dirty, shameful-shameless-senseless-hussy, escape, your own fault echoing, cold, dead sisters. Sunday, knuckles, whimpers, dimples, soil, black, glass, flee, scatter, squeaks, strangle, smother, bits-of-bones, shudder, cry, control, batter. Weeds, backstreets, home, struggle, jagged-trousers, crotch, semen, worried, Mother-Mary-monster-maggots, Mother-of-God, Lucifer, burning, washing, body, desperation, isolation, loneliness, creaking, child, loss, biting bedsheets, pain, first time, Daddy-I’m-a-football, murder, maudlin, earth, muddy, freefalling, fingernails, scrubbing-brush, rats, beatings, bruises, mottled, muttering-murmur, rain, drizzle, float, breakdown, how, hurt, dead sisters, soar, bang, friendly, chattering, disappear, forget, fenced in, cowering, trapped, remember, crouched, cuddling-cunt, priest, confession, gloomy, miserable, damp-tights, hair, brushing, mammy’s-best-girl, lost, brothers, crayons, ocean, wrinkles, tears. Dead sisters.




  SANDRA is lifted by two other members of the CHORUS, who approach during the recital in a slow surreal manner. Her hair is brushed and plaited as she is prepared to tell her tale. The two CHORUS members return to their original places and SANDRA begins.




  SANDRA. I had to go and meet the teacher yesterday, Miss Clancy, Catherine. She’s lovely, the arty type, great with the kids. I didn’t know what it meant when I got the letter from the school… shitting it, nearly died like I thought Daragh was in trouble or someone had complained or… I just didn’t know what to think, really. It turned out it was kind of like an open day for the parents to come and see what the kids were doing in the class… (Sigh.)




  Sure that was worse, I thought there would be loads of parents there and some of them would have their husbands and what if anyone knew me… Jesus, and what the hell would I wear? I wasn’t going. But I went. And it was grand, there were only two of us mothers who turned up, pity really for the other kids. Daragh was thrilled. I was thrilled. Catherine got the kids to sing for us and then me and Marty, that’s the other mother, we helped them stick tinsel and shamrocks and stuff on Paddy’s Day cards. It was great. The kids are all around ya and full of business, as if a little green card was the most important thing in the world. It’s a lovely warm feeling in that class, they’re all so important, each kid has a part to play in the class… and there are lovely bright colours on the wall with happy faces grinnin’ out at you. They’re lucky kids. I can’t remember any colour in school, I don’t remember that buzz of work and fun. Maybe it was there but I don’t hear it.




  Cathy invited me and Marty back, she said she would try another open day and perhaps more mothers would come. They don’t have the time in this estate, it’s a pity coz when you look at the kids, I mean they are the most important, no matter what state you’re in or how bad things are, they are the way out aren’t they… you’ve got to get it together for them.




  I’m determined to sort this mess out, to get it right for me and Daragh. No more men, no way, they just make trouble and debts.




  I’m in so much debt.




  I bought a car… was I out of my mind…? I bought a car and Jamie the bastard wrote it off. I thought if I had a car, I could bring Daragh out on weekends to parks and places, maybe even to the zoo, away out of this kip of an estate. I read in the library about kids’ art classes in the National Gallery, I mean wouldn’t that be wonderful, imagine bringing your kid to a place like that. I’ve never even been in it myself but with Daragh I’d just be like other mothers, doing me best for him, making an effort you know. I’d have loved that. I thought I could maybe get a job, you know, a real job delivering stuff maybe or anything at all, I’d be mobile, independent like. I did eight lessons and everything, spent one hundred and twelve pound and I was doing really great until Jamie… fuck him, he did it out of spite, I’m convinced of it. He’d hate me to make something of myself. You don’t see prostitutes with cars…




  SANDRA finishes and TERESA steps forward, they smile at each other and SANDRA takes up a position in the circle. TERESA begins.




  TERESA. I’m a whore, I work for an escort agency, high-class, reliable and very discreet.




  I’d like to put you straight. Most people view prostitutes as lowlife, they have a fascination for the sexual nature of our profession but don’t like to mix with us socially. You would like to keep us at a distance but are nevertheless compelled to take a closer look. Even you, gentlemen, don’t you get a teeny weeny bit excited when you imagine my silk white stockings and firm yearning tits! (She laughs.)




  You see the media just love talking about prostitutes, makes for great viewing figures. I’ve heard women on late-night chat shows who I know don’t work in the business, they are just hired by the programme to get all the perverts to tune in. I’m sure I would charge a large fee for the pleasure.




  A girl was murdered last week so the papers are full of comment and hooker sob stories… another rush, it’s good for business, makes the nervous type break from fantasy and sample the goods. Apparently the girls on the streets suffer – too many police about. To be honest I don’t know how anyone can work the streets in Dublin now, the violence is crazy and there is no protection: drug addicts, drunks… Jesus you’d need to be desperate to do it. I joined the agency three years ago, best move I ever made. Clean, controlled and payment guaranteed. My agent collects the fee and pays me promptly in cash, any extras and I work it out with the client. I don’t even use the apartment midweek because I do the country runs. I do enjoy the rural work, the clients tip well and are generally far less demanding than the tourists and Dublin men.




  It’s not all sex, you know. Many men just want the company, it’s important to entertain, amuse, pamper. One regular in the north-west just likes me to bathe him, a scented scrub and a sprinkling of baby powder. Harmless obsession. He’s a gentle man. Polite, punctual and always so silent. I often wonder what is going on behind those weak blue eyes. I don’t try to talk, not in the job description, the last thing the client needs is an escort blabbering on and issuing demands. You need a good personality in this game, need to know what they need. I tend to work straight through when I’m out of town. The demand is enormous. Very few agencies go nationwide now, you need to be organised and we’re organised.




  Jonathan has a new administrator now, dotty old tart but efficient, she came through from the parlour, I believe. She sets up everything on the rural run, bookings, transport, the lot. I do so well midweek, I often take the weekend off, she’ll phone to see if I’m available and mostly I’m not. (Pleased.) There are a good few girls working with ‘Pleasure’ now, it’s the best operation in town in my opinion. The customers are vetted and only the most experienced and pleasing girls are offered. No drugs. ABSOLUTELY NO DRUGS. There was an escort, worked over six months, very popular according to Jonathan but he found out she was taking. Fuck, he flipped, she could have jeopardised the entire agency. The clients are told that the girls are clean. I’ll introduce her to you, Rachel O’Neil, God, what a mess.




  TERESA returns to the circle and the actor playing RACHEL moves towards KATHLEEN as if to avoid telling her tale. KATHLEEN turns her forward towards the front of the stage and gently pushes her on. RACHEL goes to SANDRA and GER in the same manner; both gently push her out front. RACHEL is about twenty, English accent, grunge look, appearance and demeanour show signs of the chaos of her life. She begins.
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