
Charlotte Keatley

My Mother Said I Never Should
· Keatley’s First mainstage play premiered in 1987 at Contact in Manchester

· In 1989 it played at The Royal Court in London

· It has been translated into 12 languages
Being asked to study a play on the page seems to me like being

Asked to read a cookery book and then describe how the meal

Tastes.

Once a play is written and published it is in the public domain.

Anybody can stage it with whatever interpretations he or she chooses. 

Ultimately it is the audience who decides if the production is

Authentic and what the play means.  This arises from one

Performance to another, according to the age and experience of the

Audience, the venue and even the weather.

The best way to understand a play is to put it on its feet.
GENESIS

· Keatley wrote the play in 1985 when she was 25 years old

· She had been performing and making plays since her early 20’s

· She had watched about 250 plays a year as a theatre critic around Britain and Europe.

· As a performer she had played all sorts of parts, waitresses, disturbed children, daughters, these were the only sorts of parts available to an actress like herself, small pretty and female.

· She decided that there were a great many kinds of women who she had not seen in contemporary plays, so she decided to write the kind of play she would enjoy watching or acting in.

· The play is written for 4 women because there were so few plays for women compare to the centuries of plays for men.

· The play took 3 weeks to write and then 3 years to re-write.

· Keatley had been living in Manchester and Leeds for 5 years and had been listening to the way women talked, women whose lives were very different for her own

· She wanted to write a play, which laid out four different lives, neither better nor worse, to find out if it was possible for today.

· In the play the century is split into 4 generations.   She deliberately made Jackie and Rosie a little older and a little younger than herself because she didn’t want to write about her own point of view.

· The characters are connected as mothers and daughters because she felt that the relationship of love, and jealousy most influence the choices a daughter makes.

· Keatley wanted to acknowledge the debt, which her own generation owed to previous ones.

· She made Jackie give away her daughter Rosie because she wanted to break the biggest taboo; a mother disowning her daughter.

The language of Playwriting

The word playwright has the same ending as shipwright, 

wheelwright and Cartwright: a maker of vehicles in which other

people can make a journey.  I began My Mother Said I Never Should 

with the structure and built it in three dimensions in my head 

before applying words. I started working in languages of light,

colour, environment, sound, objects costumes and action or dance.

The playscript on the page is a temporary stage between the

Writer’s imagination and the public performance. After I had 

‘written’ much of the play in these terms, the role of the dialogue

was clear.  

ICON IMAGES: 

The beginning and ends of scenes

· Keatley started making scenes by thinking of the image which would sum up the scene.

Margaret standing holding a tea towel while Jackie sprawls face down on the grass in her hippy clothes, with her transistor blaring ‘All You Need is Love’,

This tells the audience what is at stake in the scene, as well as the time, place status of the characters.

· Every scene in the play starts with a particular image like this, and ends with a contrasting one. 

· There are also some key images during scenes, eg:

Act Two where Doris is sitting looking at her face in the salver while Rosie smoothes away her wrinkles (p.58)

· Keatley believes we remember the iamges of a play long after we have forgotten the words, so she began this play by trying to find the image for each scene which would sum its meaning.  She also felt that theatre works most effectively at this unconscious level, rather like dreams, where one image holds several meanings.

· The end images of scenes are more surreal, or non-naturalistic e.g.

Doris dropping the basket of washing as the thunder breaks at the end of Act 1, Scene 7

· These end images are intended to float beyond the time of the scene, like images from the unconscious of the woman who stand there. E.g.

Jackie cradling a bunch of Rosie’s clothes at the end of Act One Scene Six, changes to an image of Margaret cradling a while bundle, and comforting it as a baby who is both Rosie and Jackie.  This then becomes Margaret shaking out a sheet she is folding on a summer’s day, before she is married.

· Keatley feels that in performance terms these images need to be choreographed as carefully as the words are rehearsed.  They indicate that the play is not entirely naturalistic.

· She sees the play as expressionistic in its selective and heightened use of reality.

· In production terms the set must not be cluttered, as the images won’t have the same impact.

· The images are not described by stage directions, but by dialogue which leads characters into certain gestures or actions.

Light

· Light rather than set is specified for transforming the stage space from one time and place to another.

· Light is naturalistic – a summer storm spring dawn, light reflected off the snow, encroaching night.
· The idea is that the audience and actors will recognise and identify with the experience of being in a real place.

· Light is used as much for its psychological effect e.g.

An August Afternoon with the thunder rumbling evokes an imminent argument and sudden change (Act One, Scene Seven)  A spring dawn evokes a new beginning (Act Three, Scene Five).  

· The kind of light chosen for each scene in the play affects behaviour, even the way characters talk.  Light should be used to set up potential of a scene.

Colour

· Colour functions non-naturalistically in the play.

· Certain colours are predominant: SCARLET, WHITE and SILVER

· Scarlet = passion and the colour of blood it appears in intense splashes

Geraniums, socks, drops of blood, the transistor radio, one ribbon in a dark room, Doris’s curtains.

· White  = the deadening or masking of emotion. waiting for something to happen - appears in swathes

Snow, sheets, dustsheets, frozen roses an operating gown.

· Keatley did not plan to use colours consciously, as she did with light, in sensual terms her mind selected a colour code without realising it.

· The designer of the Birmingham repertory Theatre production in 1992 used Freud’s book on dreams to analyse the colours and images in the play and they are all female archetypes.

· The predominant colours in the play are those which predominate in folk tales; red blood, white snow. They give a sense of magic powers at work in character’s lives in the way they recur at particular moments in a story.

Environment: no sofas in this play

‘There are no sofas in this play.  The set should be a magic place

where things can happen’.

· Keatley uses the word environment rather than ’set’ because she wanted the best space in which a scene could happen and c not a set to enclose it.

· The play was written to explore behaviour and communication of people, so she wanted there to be as little as possible to distract an audience from watching the actors.

WHY NO SOFAS ?

(Only 3 folding garden chairs in the whole play)

· If the characters could sit then they would be comfortable

· She wanted the women to appear awkward or uncomfortable – this is what is happening emotionally and psychologically.

· Majority of scenes take place in gardens because people are more exposed physically and emotionally when outdoors.

· There is no furniture to hide behind so the action has more dramatic impact.

· Outdoors is also a potentially freer space for women than that of domestic rooms so there is more possibility for change.

· Environment is as much a signal to the actors as the designers.  

· One of the first decisions Keatley made when writing the play was that there should be no kitchen scene; the predictable setting for a play about mothers and daughters.

· Unexpected places reveal more and help heighten dramatic tension. E.g.

· Christmas during an air raid, a child’s swing for a bereavement, children in a dark patch of wasteground beyond the reach of adults.
· Keatley deliberately set the crisis moments of female choice – child versus career – in the most created environments: Jack’s house, Jackie’s council flat and Margaret’s office.  The environment makes it harder for the women to say what they want and feel, and it actually represents the masculine side of the emotional choice that Margaret and Jackie are trying to make.  A line which demonstrates how environment works with characters and theme is in the office in Act Three

Margaret (pause. Pleased).  It’s funny, hearing ‘Mummy’ in this place (p.76)

· Dramatic dynamic comes form the contrast of settings; we move form dark wasteground to suburban garden, cold concrete flat to hot August lawn.

· The floor is key to any design of this play.  The basic floor and backdrop cannot belong to one particular time and place or the other scenes will appear to be flashbacks the design carries the meaning of the play as much as any other medium.

· Earth is the base element of the play.  The floor is the key to the design, - grass, a worn rug, a stone backyard.  It is only when the characters touch earth that they make contact with their true feelings and powers.

· All child scenes take place on bare earth.  
· On her birthday Rosie buries Margaret’s doll in the soil.  

· When Doris and Margaret finally kneel together with their hands in the soil, planting geranium seedlings, they speak their real feelings.

· Margaret as she dies is trying to find the garden.

· There are key moments of contact with the earth throughout the play.

· Keatley wanted to create a sensory experience for the audience to feel the play in their bodies as much as in their heads.

Sound
· Sound has 2 roles in the play. 

· The first is naturalistic – every scene begins with a sound cue, which locates a place and time.

· The second, the sounds in the play: lawnmowers, traffic, Ken’s car, and the sounds of men in the outer world of the play.

Objects

· The objects in the play are very ordinary but take on extraordinary powers because of the way they appear and reappear.
· The symbolism comes out of the use of the objects, not the other way round.
· Objects become symbolic by being part of an emotional even: as in Jackie keeping one of Rosie’s red socks when she gives Rosie away to Margaret.  When the object reappears, such as Jackie taking the red sock from her pocket at the end of Act One, it brings the emotional history on stage.
Costume

· All clothes are a costume through which we announce a character, some costumes are written in to the play because they represent the energy or behaviour of the person.
· The reappearance of old clothes brings onstage a sense of a character’s past behaviour.  Worn by a different woman in the present, The costume creates dramatic irony.
· Women’s fashion changes every half-decade of so, therefore, costume is a useful device to locate the time for a scene.
· Keatley was however more interested in how costume is integral to the theme of expectations: Society’s notion of feminine behaviour is reflected in the shape and fabric of women’s clothes.  Children’s clothes dictate a type of girl this is useful to the actor and because the costumes describe the body shape and the way of moving which helps the actor radically change the attitude, as well as age and appearance from scene to scene.
· Certain costumes are written into the play because these are necessary for the meaning of the scene.  EG the Ski pants and evoke sex, America, the fifties or and eighties.
· All costumes specified and in the stage directions are part of the symbolic language of the play.
The Dance

· Keatley refers to dance as the patterns of movement and activity as well as the distances between the performers in the space.

· Each scene has a dance running through it, which is the physical manifestation of the meaning of the scene.

· The dance acts out the subtext of the scenes.

· In the adult scenes the dance expresses the violence or anger which the words tiptoe around.

· In the child scenes, the dance is grotesque version of the adult dance, pushed to its limits.  The audience may laugh at the mimicry as when Rosie and Doris explore sex in Act one scene three, but they are exploring the dance of rape and then the dance of a woman giving control of her body to a man.

· Dance gives us direct access to taboos and rituals in society,

· The status and intention of each woman is announced by how she standing, sitting or lying at the beginning of each scene of the play.

· The distance of one woman from another announces their relationship.  They move forward and back, sometimes able to touch often not.

About the Structure of the play
In his review of the 1989 Royal Court production for the Telegraph, Charles Spencer wrote

Instead of presenting a straightforward narrative, she chops her

Story up into gobbets and arranges them with no regard for 

Chronology.

Theatre critic, Lyn Gardner,saw the play at the same time and wrote:

This is a landmark play.  The theatrical equivalent of breaking

The four minute mile; like Caryl Churchill’s ‘Top Girls’, pointing

The way for the next generation of playwrights in form and content.

I began writing the play by inventing the structure of non-chronological time, spliced with five scenes where the characters meet in a place outside all chronology.  I had to begin with the structure, because for me it explains the intention of the play.

By structure I mean how the story is told; the order of scenes the length of scenes, of acts, and of the play.  This includes whom we see first and last, where the monologues come, where there is silence, or key image. Structure fascinates me; the decisions about what to shoe onstage, and what to leave out are what makes my play distinct form the way someone else might tell the same story.  In this way I feel the structure tells the audience what a play means more than the dialogue within the structure, which is where we often look for meaning.

If I wrote the story of 4 women and their family in chronological order then it would be a history play.  I jumble time and childhood because this is not a play about the past, but about how the past continually interrupts the present and informs our present day decisions.  I wanted to write a play which questions why certain life changing decisions are made rather than simply showing what happens in the story of four lives.

We read order of sequence to be order of importance. The order and amount of time given to one character or another suggests who is most important in a play and who it belongs to.  Stage time in My Mother Said I never Should is structured to belong equally to four characters.  When I was writing the play, I visualised it as a dance of four women.  The structure gives a play meaning even before a character speaks. The first image of the play is four girls who enter together.  By showing the characters first as children, we see their potential to be equals, before they are separated, with different status, I into generations of mother and daughter.  If I began the play with Act One Scene two the play would first belong to Doris; our first impressions of Margaret or Jackie would be that they are children and we would not even know that rosie existed,

The First scene also announces the conventions of this play to an audience, that actors will be playing ages very far from their own age and that different times and generations may be put onstage simultaneously.

Act One: Emotional Chronology
· The structure of Act One dramatises the process by which we learn about the past.  It is about how the past is continually alive inside, and can be called up at any moment.

· Having invented the family, Keatley structured Act One so that the audience learns about the four generations in the jigsaw puzzle way pieces of a family's past are given to a child.  Keatley maintains that as we grow up, we are fed bits of information factual and emotional, in the order that our families consider important.  In family life we don't learn about the past in chronological order, although at school we are taught history in this order, and we don’t usually tore memory in chronological order either, but in an order I call emotional chronology; the most important events in out past are usually the ones we remember first.

· Act One also dramatises how we move from one time to another effortlessly inside out heads everyday. Whilst reading you may be reminded of something from childhood, which might remind one of something someone said yesterday.  It takes only seconds to pass between these three scenes and they all exist in the present.
· The child scenes also function like this. Each one is clearly related to the subject of the scene before and after it.  The child scenes are the deepest memory but are just as much part of the present story.
Act Two: The Past

· Act Two shows how the past is continually surfacing in the present.  Fifty years of history is stored in the objects and clothes in one room and these trigger unresolved memories as the women move about trying to clear up the past.

· Rosie is not intimidated by the past: she explores the bedroom, tips out bags of clothes, and asks about the objects. She stirs up Doris to question her past with Jack and the values that he represents. Rosie seizes the emblem of Jack's career:

Rosie (sniffs) the silver smells funny. I hate old things.

Doris You hate dead things, not old things, Rosie (Pause). So do I. (Pause) I'm old.

· This is the structural pivot of the play. The most weary cynicism about the future, in Doris meets the buoyant rejection of the past in Rosie. Doris stops dying and starts a new life with a vengeance, which re-vitalises the play.

· Margaret and Jackie cannot confront their past in Act Two as they are too frightened to look at what they have done or not done.

Rosie passes mug to Jackie, who raps it.

Jackie Oh yes - I broke the handle once - see where Granddad glued it?

Margaret I don't remember 

Jackie Oh - you weren't here.

Margaret Why ever not?

Jackie Well it was the summer you (Stuck) - weren't well.

Margaret (pause) I don't remember.

· Here Jackie reminds her mother of the summer Margaret had a miscarriage, but Margaret chooses no to remember.

· The crisis point of their denial of the past is the appearance of the baby clothes.  Because Margaret and Jackie try to deny whose are, this past moment becomes a time bomb ticking through Act Three.

Act Three: The Future
· Act Three shows the result of the women's action in act Two.  Rosie and Doris have accepted what happened, even their losses.  They literally leave behind the objects and clothes except for the solitaire board belonging to Doris's mother.

· In Act Three they are free to invent new lives for themselves. The curve of their lives rises, Rosie's continuing beyond the end of the play.

· There is a tragic curve downwards through Act Three, in the other two lives. Jackie and Margaret are still using their energy to cover the past, so they are unable to make a new start. Both of them lose their daughter, Rosie, which, in a way, is like losing their relationship to the future.  Margaret carries so much unresolved grief that she loses her life.

· This final shock to Jackie who loses both her mother and daughter - finally enables her to leave the past.  In the penultimate scene we hear she is making a new life in Manchester.

· Margaret is last seen as a child waiting her turn for the new game to begin (Act Three, Scene Six) the child scenes complete a cycle that is not an end.

· There is one more surprise in the structure: as it reaches the end of the adult's story, the structure brings us to the beginning.  Doris's engagement speech of the first moment a women speaks of her future.  By setting it against the final outcome of her life and those of three subsequent generations, the structure places an ironic question about expectations at the end of the play, and it is counterpoint to the image of Rosie sitting at the solitaire board ready to go out into the world

Monologues
· There are only 4 monologues, or speeches in My Mother Said I Never Should.
· In rhythm, each provides a resting place for the audience

· In terms of storytelling, each monologue gives a character the chance to tell the audience a part of the story, which the other characters, don't know.

· This sharing of secrets brings us closer to the character.

· Rosie has the first monologue because she arrives in the adult scenes after the others, and this bonds her to the audience quickly.

Emotional Inheritance
· By emotional inheritance Keatley means the huge amount of information about her own past, and her families past which she sees affects our energy and potential for change in each generation.
· This is unconsciously passed on in repeated behaviour, and consciously passed on in the form of advice

· Keatley used this handing down of advice to try to create a sense of generations of time and experience passing through the play. 
The Child Scenes

In the Independent in 1989 Paul Taylor described the child scenes as 'dream like interludes…gimmicky and melodramatic by comparison with the sold authenticity of the rest'

· The child scenes explore sex, death, gender, courtship, destiny and loneliness.

· The language and body language of children is more dramatic than that of adults: and more entertaining. 

· This does not mean that the scenes should be performed as childish.  Keatley wanted to show how, inside the adult, the child is shouting what the adult may refuse to hear.

· The child parts are to played by adults.

· Keatley wanted to show older faces and bodies becoming children again to dramatise how the child is still alive inside the mother, or grandmother.

· As played by adults, the child scenes are part of the way Keatley was trying to challenge our preconceptions about people.  If children played the child scenes, the irony would be lost.  

· The child scenes establish that the play is not entirely naturalistic.

· Children ask questions which adults have been trained not to:

Margaret ……..What happens when you die?

Doris (long pause) I'll bring you some cocoa presently.

· Margaret is still asking this question as an adult, in her dying scene where she wanders through her unconscious, and back into her child self.
· Children ask the unanswerable questions.
The Wasteground: A magic place
· Keatley wanted the child scenes to expose the unconscious of the play.  And so all the other scenes take place on the wasteground space.
· Keatley doesn't ask for a set for the adult scenes, but for certain props to be laid on the ground, just as the children lay out the sticks and sweet papers in the first scene.
      'to call up…..spirits from beyond the grave' Theatrically, this makes a visual statement 

       about the root of all the adult behaviour.

· The child scenes introduce magic.  The children repeat the words, searching for the secrets of adulthood in the most ordinary phrases like 'Don't cross bridges'.  Keatley was interested in female magic.

Jackie  See ? Proves it.  Our powers.

Doris 
what powers?

Jackie In the earth.

Rosie 
What happened to people when they die then?

Jackie they rot.  Worms go in their nose and out their eyeballs.

Doris No! (Starts to cry) Don't want to do that -

· This female magic is not childish; it is about huge and sometimes harsh realities.  Everything comes form the earth of the wasteground in My Mother Said I Never Should, and it returns to it.
· The wasteground is an uncompromisingly real place, and a magic place where things can happen.  The children have an ability to deal with the real and unreal together because they are self-conscious.
· Keatley set the wasteground well away from the adult world and from boys, to shoe that girls are not born well.
Themes in the child scenes
· Each child scene sets up a major theme of the play. The only chronological storytelling runs through the five child scenes,

· A Thematic cycle is set in motion in this way by each child scene; as it is completed the next taboo is raise.

· The emotional inheritance of women in introduced in the first child scene in two opening rhymes, and the desire to change this follows with the line 'Let's kill our Mummy'.
· The question of how to be a women is a continuos thread through all the scenes, changing colour between child and adult scenes, but passing unbroken form one character to another.

· Every scene in the play begins and ends with a line, which bounces off the one before, and the child scenes are part of this ironic structure.  For example in the second scene when Doris wants to play at babies rosie warns:

Rosie You have to get married first

This scene changes and we see Margaret as a flustered mother, embarrassed and horrified by her teenage daughter's sexual adventures:

Margaret I should never have let you go to that party in Hammersmith.

Jackie sprawls on the grass, a rebel.  The taboos and fears about becoming a mother, let loose by Doris and Rosie in Scene Three run through the next four adult scenes.  The warning of Rosie's line 'You have to get married first' comes home to roost in Scene Six where we see Jackie struggling as a single mother, and Margaret unable to accept the situation.

·    The third child scene plays with betrayal in relationships. Jackie and Rosie play games about secrets, lies and the promises made - and broken - by girls and boys.  Scene nine follows with how the adults deal with this, the arrival of baby Rosie is masked by a telephone call conducted in the adult language of fibs and banalities.  The secret festers through Act Two and Act Three, until the outburst between Jackie and Margaret in the office, over who Rosie belongs to.

·   The fourth child scene, Act three, Scene three, looks at morality

Jackie you can't make someone's life go backwards, 

    Adult Jackie still hasn't learned or will not hear, what child

    Jackie knows. The juxtaposition of the child with the adult

      heightens the tragedy of lost relationships, lost communication.

· The fifth child scene looks over the edge of death.  The voice of the child goes on asking questions, inside the head of her daughter.

The Child Characters
· Whilst the child scenes operate as the unconscious of the play, the child characters are the core material of the adults.  Their ages respond to the amount of obligation they carry.  Doris is the baby, Margaret and Jackie both nine and Rosie eight.
· Doris is never quite sure what is happening, and goes along with the others' decisions.  As an adult of that generation she is the most naïve in the play.  Her choices in life were limited in comparison to Jackie and Margaret, so she never understands the pressures they experience.
· In the child scenes Doris is shooed away as a nuisance.
· Keatley deliberately made Doris the baby as it gives an actress some scenes where she is liberated form being the oldest in the play.
· Rosie wants to experiment with sex, death and birth.  She is interested in touching blood, bodies, the voodoo sticks and sweet papers.  She plunges into sensory experience, where Jackie is aware of the spiritual force.
· As adults we see how Rosie is not afraid of expressing her feelings.  Rosie's uninhibited reactions are partly what help her survive the great shocks she has a teenager.
· Jackie's child carries responsibilities for the others and for decisions, much as she does later for the family in the adult scenes, she doesn't express fear until left alone.
· Margaret's child is anxious, hovering around the voodoo, interested but afraid to try things.
· Margaret and Jackie are other the same age as children; the oldest and most serious.
· Margaret needs Jackie from the first scene of they play
Margaret (to Jackie) Dare you!…..Do mine - I don't like blood

· It is the same voice in adult Margaret which persuades Jackie to act out her desires:
Margaret You've got to go further than me…..

· Ultimately, child Margaret recognises this and acknowledges child Jackie, for her courage in away, which does not happen, in the adult scenes.  In the last child scene, after adult Margaret has dies, Jackie thinks she has lost everyone:

Jackie They wanted me to kill you

Margaret It didn't work

Jackie Sure?

Margaret Yes

Slight Pause

Jackie The others won't play with me any more

· Margaret has crossed the river - the line of death, among other things.  She invites Jackie to her secret hide.  But Jackie chooses to go back -an act of separation from her mother's wishes which she has so far never achieved in the play;

Jackie No I have to go back - Do you mind?

Margaret shakes her head Jackie lets go of her hand and walks away. The lights fade on Margaret, who stands watching until Jackie is out of sight.  Margaret resumes balancing along the cracks in the paving.

Margaret King of the Golden River…I'm the King.

· Margaret's death has released Jackie, but Margaret has not abandoned her.  Keatley said of this scene 'If I wrote the scene between their adult selves, it would have to be naturalistic.  I could not show people who are both dead and alive.  The scene would have to be either a farewell or reconciliation, it couldn't be both.  I felt this would be sentimental or contrived.  Children use language full of symbols and poetry with a lightness that we hardly ever regain; it is not self-conscious.
The child scenes form a landscape in which the women exist outside of all other times in the play.

· Language in My Mother Said I Never Should
· Keatley says that words in the play are for lies, secrets, spell and for not saying what one means. Words are used to express the invisible; either information about the past or furture, which cannot be shown; or physchological information, which usually contradicts what a character is telling us through her facial expression or body language.

· Keatley wanted to use a triangle of contrast between what is seen, what is spoken and what is meant (the subtext).  This sets up a continuous circuit of suspense.

· Although the language is very ordinary in the sense that it is every day vocabulary it is not naturalistic.  Clichés and everyday conversation are compressed and heightened.  Several power exchanges are happening under every line

Margaret It's funny, Mother, Jackie and Rosie don't even like cocoa.

Doris you only want what you're denied

· One level this is a banal exchange between two of the four women.  However, Margaret's line about her mothering of Rosie and Jackie makes a reference to a past time when she was neglected by Doris.
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