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Introduction


Philip Howard


Of the nine plays in this collection, seven date from the decade 2000–09, a decade that saw two distinct developments in the evolution of Scottish theatre. One is a big cultural statement and represents a millennial shift in thinking – the founding of the National Theatre of Scotland; the other is a bubbling undercurrent – the emergence of a thriving, idiosyncratic subculture of one-act plays, centring on the lunchtime series at the Òran Mór venue in Glasgow. Of course it is foolhardy to attempt to analyse such modern history, but there is a perception, albeit anecdotal, that the latter half of the decade witnessed a wane in the celebrated boom in Scottish playwriting that had started in the 1990s. The truth is rather that the talent is there – you just have to start looking for it in different places.


The long-running campaign for the establishment of a national theatre for Scotland now feels, in retrospect, like a miniature version within the cultural sector of the twentieth-century struggle for the re-establishment of a Scottish Parliament. Within the first year of that Parliament, the publication of a National Cultural Strategy in 2000 committed the new Scottish Executive to developing a National Theatre organisation, and by the autumn of 2003 the finance was confirmed for it to proceed. The new National Theatre of Scotland is both a symbolic and actual demonstration of the confidence of the theatre culture here. Under its founding Artistic Director, Vicky Featherstone, its repertoire is firmly forward-looking in the mould of a new-writing theatre, as displayed triumphantly in its greatest (and global) success thus far, Gregory Burke and John Tiffany’s Black Watch (2006): a delicious rebuff both to the dying generation that believed a Scottish national theatre must devote itself to a parade of the hundred loftiest revivals, but also to those of us naysayers who obstinately believed there needn’t be a national theatre institution in Scotland at all.


Meanwhile, far below the radar of public funding, in a model of disestablishment, there is the A Play, a Pie and a Pint programme of short plays at Òran Mór, Glasgow, founded in 2004 by producer/director David MacLennan, graduate of 7:84 Theatre Company and brave-hearted Scottish cultural warrior. MacLennan’s original inspiration for this project was a visit to Cuba, where he noticed that the cane sugar workers on the bateyes (plantations) always listened to jazz of conspicuous quality while they worked, and he came back to Scotland with a mission to bring that level of endemic, daily – or at least weekly – cultural experience to the office workers of Glasgow’s West End.


This series, which, at the time of writing, is just about to produce its two-hundredth world premiere, has had an astonishing impact on Scottish theatre, providing a unique training ground for emerging writers and directors, and becoming the largest de facto commissioning body for playwrights in Scotland. For approximately forty weeks in the year, in a converted church complex – which now feels like a secular cathedral – audiences can see a different play each week, with a pie and a drink thrown in for good measure. By no means are all the plays good, and the dramaturgical processes are variable, but audiences come in their droves, partly as a response to MacLennan’s deft showmanship, and partly because they are willing to take the risk on a theatre visit which doesn’t require much investment of time or money. And the writers? Well, for them too, the risk of creating a new piece of work is similarly reduced. As the critic Joyce McMillan succinctly puts it, ‘the addition of the pie enshrines their right to fail’. The Òran Mór project, whether by accident or design, has identified a whole new generation of Scottish playwrights that might have been shy of a commission from an established new-writing theatre, but also allows more seasoned playwrights to try something formally different, or writers in another field, such as the novelist Louise Welsh, to start writing for the stage.


The Importance of Being Alfred by Louise Welsh (Òran Mór, Glasgow, 2005), which has already been revived several times since its premiere at A Play, a Pie and a Pint, proposes a meeting between an ageing Lord Alfred Douglas and Noel Pemberton Billing (1881–1948), the Boer War veteran, boxer, airman, Independent MP, occasional playwright, professional homophobe and outrageous conspiracy theorist. However, the play’s antagonist is not Billing, but Bosie, Alfred Douglas’s younger self, and what follows is a hilarious and yet terrifying comedy of manners, which conceals a profound platonic dialogue between Alfred and Bosie, between A and B, between the two halves of the self; meanwhile Pemberton Billing, the tritagonist, blusters and embellishes and stokes the fire.


This is Welsh’s first play but she meets the challenge of the short-play form head-on. She doesn’t try and nail the drama to the revelation that Alfred and Bosie are two versions of the same self – there is a hint even by the sixth line of the play – her triumph is rather to find the right language for a meeting of three such characters, no mean feat in the setting of a 1918 gentleman’s study, dressed with antimacassars, and brimming with fear and loathing. The language seems perfectly poised between ancient and modern, Wildean in its elegance but not florid. She doesn’t try to resist the occasional double entendre but the overall effect is of surprising restraint – presumably so as not to shift focus from the hefty emotional undertow of Alfred and Bosie’s confrontation. Similarly, while there is comedy in the fact that Billing can’t see Bosie, and that Alfred is squirming at Bosie’s interventions, Bosie is no blithe spirit and there is no farce with ghostly flying whisky glasses to distract from Welsh’s serious purpose. Her coup is merely the revelation that the divide of the self is more complex than we have been thinking, and the argument not as one-sided. Finally, in a masterstroke of Queer theatre, Welsh enjoys a tantalising glimpse of the erotic attraction between Alfred and his younger self.


The Price of a Fish Supper by Catherine Czerkawska (Òran Mór, Glasgow, 2005) is the only monologue drama, from a crowded field, included in this volume. Czerkawska’s anti-hero is Rab, a forty-something ex-seaman who still sweats salt water from every pore, despite having been left high and dry by pretty much everything in his life: thwarted love, fraternal rivalry, and a fishing industry on the Ayrshire coast and lower Clyde in terminal decline. Czerkawska knows and understands the maritime life of her character closely – ‘the sea’s in my head’ – and the central story of the play is loosely based on a real incident in 1990 when the nets of the fishing vessel Antares snagged on the submarine HMS Trenchant in the Sound of Bute, leading to the loss of all four crew’s lives.


The play belongs obliquely in the very British genre of ‘work plays’, where a workplace or industry provide a setting or driving theme – but only in an ironic way because of course here the point is that the industry has rendered Rab a fish out of water; or, as the locals call him, a ‘shore skipper’. It’s not unusual in this genre for a character to testify to the decline of their industry or livelihood, but Czerkawska goes much deeper in relating the fortunes of the industry and the character to one another. Rab insists that the difference between fishermen and farmers or miners is that the latter two have fought the decline of their industry harder or more successfully. ‘The price of fish’ is both the hard single economic fact that informs every word of the drama, but also a poetic refrain throughout it.


Czerkawska is careful to avoid sentimentalising Rab’s predicament, and much of the drama of the piece is carried by his wonderfully sardonic, un-self-pitying commentary: he wryly remarks that the cost of entry to the maritime museum is the price of a fish supper. By the end of the play Rab knows that it’s not just the waters off Carrick, but also himself, that are now ‘overfished’ – although, in the closing moments, the decline of the industry and of the character are momentarily disentangled, as Rab glimpses a beacon of hope.
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