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Introduction


This new collection of plays testifies to Scotland as a nation of many parts, and to Scotland’s playwrights as significant players in what is widely perceived as the current cultural confidence at the end of the century. All the playwrights in this volume share a rigorous determination to avoid being seen as insular or inward-looking, preferring instead to pursue wider concerns. And while it is notoriously foolish to attempt to identify a Golden Age in a nation’s playwriting, it is hard not to connect the climate of confidence with that of political and constitutional change as the country acquires its own Parliament.


Scotland’s contemporary playwrights have a chameleon-like knack of reinventing themselves in line with cultural and political shifts. They are a robust force who remain phlegmatic in the face of a permanent series of funding crises in Scottish theatre (they are steadfastly un-self-pitying). They find their influences from far and wide – as likely from North America (the Canada/Scotland sympathy is well documented) or Europe as from England. They are always open to dramatic and literary innovations, while being fiercely protective of three distinctively Scottish dramatic traditions: the atavistic, the demotic and the vaudevillian. They share with contemporary English playwrights an impressively agile virtuosity in straddling the personal and the political – the authors represented in this volume are exemplary in this respect.


Perhaps it is the rich diversity of language and regional variation within Scotland which contributes to the writers’ fascination with dramatic language: they are certainly as interested in this as they are in form or storytelling. However, it must be said that this volume of plays contains a greater variety of dramatic voices and regional influences than it does of Scotland’s distinct languages: neither Doric nor Lallans are represented here – which is a reflection of the fact that contemporary playwrights are more likely to use the language of, say, David Mamet than a pure, uneroded Scots. This should not belie the current renascence of Gaelic playwriting, which has followed increased



investment in Gaelic arts and television since the early 1990’s.


The strength of the written text in Scottish theatre (at least in the cities and Lowlands of Scotland: the oral tradition of the Highlands being quite distinct) has never been dented by followers of fashion in physical theatre. Instead, there have been a number of young theatre companies, working principally outwith theatre buildings, who have explored new ways of working with text: two such companies are KtC and Suspect Culture (represented in this volume by One Way Street) – both of them working with playwrights, but using other theatre artists to create a weave of authorial voices. Another discernible trend is the appetite which the playwrights share to develop their texts with theatre companies and thus work collaboratively.


The plays in this collection show a breadth of subject-matter which stretches far beyond the borders of Scotland – maybe the first benchmark of confidence among a nation’s playwrights. Wormwood by Catherine Czerkawska (Traverse, 1997) was written in response to the tenth anniversary of the world’s worst nuclear accident at Chernobyl, in the Ukraine, on 26 April 1986. The play is based on meticulous research into the events which led up to the catastrophe, including the testimony of survivors and victims; but it is fuelled throughout by the quiet anger of the playwright herself who lives and works in Ayrshire, a part of Scotland affected by the radioactive cloud which spread westwards over Europe. Czerkawska, pregnant at the time, describes this as ‘a great force coming towards us which we could do nothing about’.


Wormwood avoids anti-nuclear hectoring by focusing sharply on the flawed logic in the human design behind safety systems; Czerkawska is fascinated by the the potential for disaster in a nuclear environment ‘given a particular set of demands on human fallibility’. The setting of the play is Pripyat, the workers’ dormitory town adjacent to the Chernobyl plant – but also a moment frozen in time through which the characters move backward and forward. Czerkawska skilfully interweaves the personal and the political: she identifies the good fortune felt by workers employed at the plant, and the irony of Kiev, the centre of power, demanding a surge of electricity on the night of the disaster. More importantly, she homes in on the experience of one family through the eyes of Natalia, a scientist and the family’s only survivor, and through Artemis, a contemporary deus ex machina. The real achievement of the play is twofold:



first, the chain of events at Chernobyl finds dramatic expression in the conflict between the characters; and, secondly, Czerkawska finds a rare poetry in the science, much of it taken from oral testimony: the heavy metallic taste on Tanya’s tongue, the sheer beauty of the nuclear fire, the swaying of the flames, the dragon.


Ann Marie Di Mambro’s Brothers of Thunder (Traverse, 1994) avoids classification as simply an ‘AIDS play’ or ‘Gay Play’ by submerging the issues in strong, steadfast characterisation and a passionate insistence on themes of reconciliation and forgiveness. Within her basic setting of church and bedroom, Di Mambro keeps a shrewd eye on the theatrical possibilities of the church as an auditorium and, conversely, the audience as congregation. She recognises the liturgy and ritual of the Roman Catholic Church as an ideal framework in which to examine some of the thornier questions of sexuality and personal responsibility common to cleric and layman alike.


James (the priest) and John (the young man dying of an AIDS-related illness) twist and turn as the biblical ‘brothers of thunder’ of the title, before Di Mambro deliberately and boldly injects Simon (a Californian playboy), virus-like, into their hermetically sealed world – and so creating the unlikeliest of trinities. Part of the play’s success is that, like Czerkawska’s Wormwood, the anger at its heart is so carefully controlled that its incisiveness is all the more effective. When the play was revived in Glasgow eighteen months after its Traverse premiere, one critic opined that it seemed more timely now, which was, it seemed to me, a curiously back-handed way of recognising that Di Mambro had been ahead of her time all along.
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