at the ICA and on tour) may be set
in the world of seventeenth-century
rural  witcheraft, but iy _speaks,
through its striking images and its
plethora of ironic contradictions, of
and to this century’s still deep-
rooied anti-feminism and women's
repression. =
It is 2 play about sexual politics,
Churchill’s witches are shown (o
have been the stapegoats of
poverty and pseudo-religious per-
seculion, superstilion and fear —
because of their sexuality
and their place in the economic
pecking order. The modern parallels
in the play are imp! except in

Take the. case of Jack, Margery's
husband, besotted with an unre-
uited passion for Alice,
nnl he can't make it with Margery.
In the hysteria of the witch hunts
he concludes that Alice -has |
bewitched his private parts, literally |
his prick and put it in a

box. with the others she fecds on
oats and hay. The scene in which
Alice gives “it” back by arousing
him is yet another of excruciating
irony. But, for refusing  the
amorous advances of @ man she
doesn’t fancy, Alice is charged with
wi ft.

Take the ¢ase of the “cunning
woman* whose herbal home

pharmacy is as busy as a GP's
surgery. All characters consult
her — —aAlice for a love potion and

songs which interspérse the
scenes) and ly i

Take the ‘case of Alice Noakes
and her mother — poor enough to
starve, not quite poor enough to be
stigmatised by being on the
parish’s social security.

They squat in a hovel and beg,
borrow and steal to survive. Alice
steals a might of “love” in a damp
ditch with a dark stranger who
teases her he is the devil “Take
me away,” she pleads, “Take a
whore?” he says. “I'm not 'a
whore,” says Alice. “What are you
then?" he says. “You're not a wife,
nor a widow, nor a virgin*

In today's welfare jargon she'd
be on the files as an unmarried
mother or a single-parent family,
and still be as statusless as a
woman and a person as poor Alice.
Plus ¢a change . . .

Mother Noakes tries to borrow a
bit of yeast from her ladder-

climbing neighbour, Margery. &
woman so sexnally frigid and self-
righteous that the butter sh
churns and which won't “come’
(sexual imagery pervades the pln{
wouldn't melt In  her mouth
Margery refusss. Mother Noakes
curses: “You've got a fine man, 2
field, five cows — what more could
a woman want? Devil take you"
~Devil take you" is a refmin
rupning throughout the play, at
first an innocent ** sod you " manner
of speaking, cventually the evidence
which hangs the speakers.

Teke the case of Susan — young,
married, with one toddler, one child
on the breast and another on the
way, in as long a time as it takes
to conceive, gestate and give birth
to three. She doesn’t want it, but
she doesn’t want to be rid of it
Oh, don't we know the feeling! She
opts, reluctantly, for a back-street
abortion which leaves her physu:‘x‘-
Iy sick and mentally deranged with
guilt. So the coincidental desth of
her older child is taken as God's
punishment for her sin, just as the
“curse” . of menstruation and the
pain of childbirth are taken as his
panishment, . for the sin of being
born a wbman.

Take the case of Miss Betty,
daughter-of the manor, about to be
married Off to a man of her
father's choosing, For refusing, she
is locked up, bled with leeches and
gbout to be charged with witchcraft
for “her ings ent stance. It's 2
beautifully ~ ironjc - double-bind  di-
lemma. U she refuses to marry for
her fatherd convenience, she'll be
hanged for & witch: If she marries,
she'll be an “all Tight wife instead
of a witch. (Remember poor
statusless Alice?)
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Vinegar  Tom . (Humberside

Theatre, Hull), = ’
THE Monstrous’ Regiinent are a
new theatre company  made up
of actors, musicians, writers and
directors, and thelr” principal
reason for coming together is a
dissatisfaction with ~the oppor- +
tunities offered womgn working
in the theatre.

Last we the company were

forming “Vinegar Tom,” by
aryl Churchill, at Hull, and
the audience reaction on the
opening night was-a complete

MORNING S

Susan for the abor-
tion, Miss Betty for youth coun-
selling, Jack for impotency, Marge-
ry for sexual frustration. She is
hanged for providing a community
health service.

Take the case of Mr. Packer —
witch-hunter extraordinary, who in
the name of prods women's
private parts with sharp metal in
search of the devil's mark. What
would we call him today? NHS
consultant? Sadistic pornographer?
Or take his “Goody” helper who
assists in the obstetrical torture
because the wages are good.

At one point the-cunning woman
explains the art of sinking without
drowning (ysi another irony, of
course). What the play did, impli-
citly, was show how _sinking
without drowning is the “art of
survival as a woman, whether in
the seventeenth or twentieth cen-
tury. -

Monstrous Regimignt, a Gogopera-
tive company who L came together
out of dissatisfaction”  with the
apportunities offered , women

*ing in the thesire, ‘peMformed

~<tiful play beautifully.’

<_.

ATHERINE \TZIN

Humberside Theatre:

I ne - play 15 56t
17th century and
with”the social cawses of witch-
hunts’s— fear, depriva
sign. between’
need for scapegoats and the tra-
ditional male view of female sex-
uallty as evil,
It'is difficult to p
vidual
and produces an uncom-
promising but
mance of5the high
The music e
manages to

world of th

Manstrous Regiment In
“Vinegar Tom" ~
(Caryl Churchill)

“VINEGAR TOM" is about
witches. But its thesis is more
general, and Caryl Churchill,
who is one of Britain’s most
promising young playwrights,
is looking at witch-hunting as
a symbol of Fascist intoler-
ance everywhere and in every
AEe. e

Shades of Arthur Miller's
“The Crucible", perhaps.

xcept that Miss Churchill is
not talking about a specific
era, as Miller did about
McCarthyism in post-war
America,

She sees in the burning of
witches the same social phe-
nomenon that reared its ugly
head in the persecution "and
exploitation of Jews, blacks,
and, she extrapolates, women

e n 17th-century
England, the play exar

phobiAsaf™ Jgrigge, the
unmarficd ‘mother, an
spinster hgbd? Wi

Witches JWérE. .apfurently,
mainl, nale ya women
or menopansal Gjd widows —
labelling them witches was
the 17th-century’s way of
dealing with social problems
and eccentrics.

Thematically, this is a bit
chaotic, but Miss Churchill
gives it dramatic coherence
by shaping the various epi-
sodes so that they lead up to
the drama of a witch-finder's
court. |

She comments upon the
action by seiting at the side
songs which, though they
occasionally have the naivety
and smugness of hindsight,
point up the contemporary
relevance of the event.

Monstrous Regiment is a
new group of considerable
ability dedicated to produe-
ing women’s theatre. But
although the purpose of the
play and of the company i
didactic, the quality of Miss
Churchill’s writing and the
remarkable versatility of a
set of very good actors and
musicians ensure that the
total effect Is both moving
| and thought-provoking rather
than hectoring

The songs are memorable,
and much more Misciplined

in their last
production “Seum", which
| was seen in. Sheffield some
months ago. And director
Pam Brighton has ensured
that they do not upset the
pace or rhythm of the ma;\;
which she handles wit
sensitivity.

The show is to tour and will
be seen in Goole and York.
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Wi t:(:_,ll"gl"afvt‘;undel"
the spotlight in
‘Vinegar Tom’

OCCASIONAALY, the
more lurid of our Sunday
newspapers will unearth
a ocoven of witches.

v
There will be a titillatingly
blurred  picture of several
naked forms and a suggestive
aocouht © of what' generally
happens at such gatherings.
Most readers are no more
shocked or frightened by
1 storfes than they would
if all the lights in ¢the
house suddenly  went out.
What, not another power cut’!
Buf a few centuries ago, the
concept  of witcheraft pro-
od very real fear and folk
was full of tales based
superstition and fiznor-
ce.

1 W men were sing!
out at = s of the Devil
the ro'e was most often cast
upon wormen. - Why was that?
inegar Tom” a musical
D which “opened at the
Humberside  Theatre last
night, suggests that the lik=-
liest reason wes to do with
female sexuality.
The production is by the
Monstrous Regiment Theatre
Company, fosmed r by

were  dissatish :
kind ‘of pasts mostly
‘They

from|

™ those days there were ho,
scientific  explanations
mik failed to churn into
butten, why " cows died - and
why people were suddenly
atlacked by mran.%e ns. 1
The play makes it elear how
easy it was for community
ta pl on an old- woman or
perhaps her unchaste daughter
SN SREY N R

Even in hosror films wirch-
hunts usually have, nmeunusly
or blatantly, & sexual element.
Caryl Churchill s generous i
her feminist play about witches,

inegar Tom, in suggesting that
it wag not necesearily conscious

hysteria. But she is clear in
her depiction of women as the

» T
victims of sexual and social
oppression, while suggesting
thet rhe oppressors might,also
be wictims, -

From the cesual copulation
of a country girl in & ditch with
a passing man wi laims t0 be
the devil, Misy Churchill builds
up 8 panorama of English life
during the great witch-hunts.
She presents a picture shightly
different from the ene hande
down through legend and his-
torical records. T s

Many of her women live in a
society separate from men,
basically powerless but porhaps
threatening : 2 widow scraping

by in a collapsing cottage, her

8s the Toot of their trouble,

Interspersed by arrestin.
eontemporary songs, a series of
short scenes move from th
old widow's hovel 15 the dairy
of a neighbouring farmhouse
and into the hut of an elderly
crone aftributed with magieal
owers of healing (health and
erbs may go hand-in-hand
foday, but in the 17th century
the Devil was in 2 pation).

t is when the action shifts
to the room of the tria

his fnhumane practices with a

anger
behalf of these viclims whe
Jjust happened to be old, lonely
or_ignorant women.
h:'hvre
characterisations by st
(unidentified by oéﬂthgn “Ehe
programme), while costumes
and lighting gave the effect of |
, rustic hile over most
) viting, axcent af th
trial which was hasshiv Iit,
A .powerful producti
PRU GLARK. | R g
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MAIL

fo

daughter unmarriagesble
an illegidmate son; an
woman herbalist with potio|

precision by Pam Brighton a:
played with an  element
grandeur by the new chear
company Monstrons Regimen)
The women and men of
compasny, whether enscting ti
historically based events whid
lead to sccusstions of wite
craft, to torture and hanging, |
singing the  pointed, militant
feminist eongs which tie ¢l
action to the present, bw
found u style which deman
serious attention.
Their final song. “We Al
Witches Now ", does ni
speak confidently of the pre
eat, but when the bright ligh
come up at long last, and t
company comes together |
powerful chorus, éverythin)
that has gone before sounc
like a manifesto.




“ She imsists

on wearing these
flimsy bodices that
hecome transparent
when wet, and so she
has to be panished

VINEGAR TOM

CUT HIM ouT
b

Vinezar -~ Tom
Theates, Hull), ©

WOMEN IV
} THE THEATRE

| RIDING on the crest af By
. of
- - I PRU CLARK l

i T,
% i sectortn "B
. month, i il pestorta “Bousn, Dintty
! o st e “ooien g




