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ABSTRACT

A Critical Analysis of the Plays of Sarah Daniels
by Pamela Bakker

As one of the forerunners of 'second wave' feminist playwriting, Sarah Daniels has for the
past fifteen years been one of Britain's most prolific writers for the stage. This thesis 1s the
first to offer a detailed critical analysis of all her published plays along with a developmental
account of her career. My approach throughout is text-based and non-prescriptive,
although I do at certain points indicate where Daniels reflects or voices differing feminist
perspectives. 1 also consider, beginning in Chapter Three, the critical reception and
'gendered' reviewing the playwright has received over the years.

The thesis is organised into five chapters with an Afterword. Chapter One, the
Introduction, offers an overview of Daniels' career as well as certain key characteristics of
her work. In Chapter Two I analyse the early plays, Ripen Our Darkness, The Devil's
Gateway and Neaptide, and consider in particular how they reflect, along with other
women's playwriting at the time, certain ideals of the Women's Liberation Movement.
Chapter Three is devoted entirely to Masterpieces, Daniels' most controversial and, on
many levels, successful play to date. Chapter Four is an analysis of the 'history plays',
Byrthrite and The Gut Girls. In addition to giving voice to women traditionally silenced in
and by history, these plays (especially Byrthrite) also echo particular strands of modern
feminist debate. Chapter Five examines Daniels' plays of the 1990s (Beside Herself, Head-
Rot Holiday and The Madness of Esme and Shaz) with their central theme of 'women and
madness'. This is also a fitting theme with which to conclude the thesis as it brings together
and expands on the most significant motif running throughout the playwright's work. In the
Afterword I consider the effect of Esme and Shaz's critical reception on Daniels, as well as
her current ‘work in progress'. Finally, the two Appendices provide a chronological table of

Daniels' productions and a list of subsequent professional productions as well as awards.
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CHAPTER ONE
Introduction

In the past fifteen years, Sarah Daniels has emerged as one of Britain's leading feminist
playwrights. For one who never set out to be a 'Feminist Playwright', nor even a playwright
at all,! her achievement is all the more remarkable. This thesis offers a critical analysis of all
of Daniels' published work along with a developmental account of her career. In view of
these objectives, I have chosen to proceed chronologically, organising my chapters
according, as far as possible, to the order in which each play was written. One of my
primary goals, thus, has been to examine developments in Daniels' writing through the
years. Another goal has been to consider concurrently the critical reaction towards the
writer and how this has affected the reception of her work. While there have been two
studies of Daniels from the perspectives of feminist ideologies and performance theory,?
there has been no attempt yet, to my current knowledge, to provide a straightforward
exegesis of her published work. I have therefore undertaken a text-based approach to her
plays, examining first and foremost what is happening on the page and on stage. This
approach is also necessarily a non-prescriptive one, although I have tried, where possible, to
locate Daniels within an ideological frame of reference specific to the time in which she was
writing and to the theoretical ideas that have obviously filtered through to her work.

One shortcoming of writing a thesis on a living and (relatively) young writer is that the
amount of published material about her work is scant. Apart from newspaper reviews, a
handful of articles in periodicals and a few recent books on feminist theatre with sections on
Daniels, I have had to rely primarily on 'primary source' material. This, however, has also
proved a tremendous advantage of working on such a thesis. As part of my research over
the past three years, I have been given the unique opportunity by the playwright to view
unpublished and, in some cases, unperformed manuscripts, to interview her at length on a
number of occasions, to meet and interview some of the directors and actors with whom she

has worked, and to accompany her to Toronto for a special production of Masterpieces and



several talks given by her at universities there. This research, perhaps more than any
'secondary’ reading, has informed my views and analysis of the playwright's work and is
reflected throughout the thesis. I have not included, however, detailed critical analyses of
any unpublished material. My reason for this is twofold: first, none of Daniels' unpublished
manuscripts is available for dissemination or publication and a textual analysis of them,
therefore, would not be fruitful for any researcher. Second, considerations of the length of
this dissertation have ruled against an in-depth discussion. Later in this chapter, though,
certain aspects of these plays shall be noted in so far as they illuminate important themes or
stylistic features of the dramatist's more major work. Before introducing such themes and
features generally, however, I will first provide a brief overview of Daniels' career.

On September 7th, 1981 Ripen Our Darkness opened at the Royal Court Theatre
Upstairs. While it wasn't Daniels' first play to have been produced (Penumbra was staged
at the Drama Studio, University of Sheffield in July of that year), it was the one from which,
in Daniels' own words, "everything took off".3 Two months later Ma's Flesh is Grass was
produced at the Crucible Studio Theatre, and in 1982 Neaptide, commissioned by the
Liverpool Playhouse, won the George Devine Award. Four years later, the play opened at
the Cottesloe, Royal National Theatre -- the second play by a female playwright to be
staged there. In May 1983 Masterpieces was produced at Manchester's Royal Exchange
Theatre and was subsequently transferred to the Royal Court Theatre Upstairs in October,
and to the main auditorium in January 1984. With this play Daniels won the 1983 Plays
and Players Most Promising Playwright Award. Back in August 1983, the Theatre
Upstairs also presented The Devil's Gateway.

Such a prolific and successful start for a playwright is all the more impressive when one
considers Daniels' age at the time -- mid-twenties -- and self-professed inexperience in the
theatre. Yet between 1981 and 1983, six plays had been written, produced and, with the
exceptions of Penumbra and Ma's Flesh, eventually published. (Daniels' first play, Just
Like A Woman, and a short black comedy, Manfully Fight Under His Banner, were also

written during this period, although they were never produced.) After a brief hiatus



following the run of Masterpieces, Daniels returned to the Theatre Upstairs in 1986 with
Byrthrite and was seen for the first time at Deptford's Albany Empire in 1988 with The Gut
Girls, both pieces commissioned. Between 1990 - 93, three more plays, all commissioned
as well, appeared: Beside Herself at the Royal Court (1990), Head-Rot Holiday at the
Battersea Arts Centre and on tour (1992), and The Madness of Esme and Shaz at the
Theatre Upstairs (1994). Most recently in March 1995, Blow Your House Down,
commissioned by Newcastle's Live Theatre and based on the novel by Pat Barker, opened in
Newcastle and then toured the North. With the exception of this last play, all these plays
too have been published. Finally, in between writing for the stage Daniels has also written a
number of radio plays, and has been a writer for three television series (Grange Hill,
Medics, and Eastenders). She has also been Writer-in-Residence at the Royal Court (1984)
and a visiting lecturer at various universities in Britain and abroad.

While these facts of a rapidly growing career would suggest an indisputable success in the
theatre, the reality of Daniels' success through the years has been tinged by controversy and
often extreme critical backlash. Apart from the storm created by certain reviewers
following such plays as Masterpieces or Beside Herself, Carole Woddis' description of the
playwright in the Bloomsbury Theatre Guide as "the only radical lesbian feminist to have
made it into the mainstream",4 may go some way in explaining the source of Daniels'
notoriety. Notwithstanding the 'lesbian’ label (which, as it happens, does not adequately
characterise her theatre as it does for certain lesbian playwrights), it is the term 'radical’
which, in my opinion, has done the most harm. Far from Trevor R. Griffiths' view that
Daniels' radical as opposed to socialist feminist stance has elevated her work to an
"acceptable face of feminism",3 the playwright's 'radical' label has stuck out more like a sore
thumb than an 'acceptable face' to more than a few critics over the years. Both Woddis and
Griffiths, although no doubt attempting to endorse Daniels' work, nevertheless do her a
serious disservice: by seeing (and perhaps looking for) only certain facets of feminism that
inform her plays and not others, they, along with numerous other critics, have to a certain

extent succeeded in marginalising her work and relegating it not only to what is now



considered an out-dated brand of feminism, but to one that insufficiently describes it.
Today we speak not of feminism but of feminisms, and it is my contention that such
plurality is also reflected in Daniels' work. While the radical position does surface more
prominently in some of her plays than others, it is important to recognize that it is more a
reflection of ideas floating around in society at the time of writing than a deliberate attempt
by the playwright to disseminate feminist theory. As she states, "I don't read a book about
some theory and then think, oh, put the theory in the play."¢ More important, perhaps, is
the need to consider the playwright's own views on feminism and feminist theatre when
analysing her drama. In the Introduction to the first collected edition of her plays, Daniels
herself tried to quash any process of labelling that might marginalise her work:

Feminism is now, like panty-girdle, a very embarrassing
word. Once seen as liberating, it is now considered to be
restrictive, passé, and undesirable to wear. I didn't set out
to further the cause of Feminism. However, I am proud if
some of my plays have added to its influence.”

These words, while to some have denoted a wholesale rejection of the term Feminism',
convey more Daniels' uneasiness with the label and the expectations, theatrical or social,

that it can carry. In an interview five years after this Introduction was written, the

playwright reiterated her views on the subject:

To agree with any sort of assessment of being a feminist

is to put yourself on the first step of the road where other
people are able to write you off as writing propaganda,

and they totally overlook anything else in the play, like

humour, for example. And the hidden agenda with the

word propaganda is that therefore it is untruthful. ...I think

part of the problem is the age-old thing about 'what is feminism’,
who won't be identified with feminism, who will. Women
across the board say they're feminist, but there doesn't

seem to be a coherent definition of what feminism is.2

Lizbeth Goodman has identified this same sense of ambiguity with the term 'feminist
theatre'. Where there was once some agreement on the definition in the seventies and even
the eighties, there is, as she writes, "...no such agreement in the 1990s. The goal posts have

moved. The landscape has changed: ...there is not one feminism, nor one feminist theatre.’



That the issues Daniels writes about in her plays are feminist is incontestable, but the kind of
feminist theatre she is writing is still, and may always be, a grey area. She herself, however,
has offered some idea of what she would include in her definition of feminist theatre: "A
feminist play is something that isn't just about women, but challenges something to do with
patriarchal society, or that actually pushes it one step further and challenges the status
quo."10

Certainly the notion of 'challenge' has become one of the hallmarks of Daniels' theatre.
Her plays consistently challenge society's systems or institutions of male violence, control or
authority over women, and they in turn are challenging for audiences to behold. And this
perhaps, more than any feminist theory, has eamed Daniels the 'radical' label. With subjects
that range from lesbian motherhood, pornography and incest, to mental illness, infanticide
and self-harm, the radical nature of these plays lies in their ability to shock audiences by
dramatising issues openly, graphically and unapologetically. The plays are able equally,
however, to make us laugh, and this combination of the serious and the comic (or often the
absurd) is perhaps Daniels' most distinguishing characteristic. Goodman has described her
type of theatre as "polemical feminist comic theatre", and suggested, moreover, that her
comedy, like that of other contemporary women playwrights (such as Joan Lipkin or
Bryony Lavery), plays primarily a strategic role in presenting serious political issues.!!
While it is true, as we shall see, that many of Daniels' female characters use humour (or
laughter) subversively as a political weapon, the humour in her work in fact plays many
roles. In Ripen, for example, ridicule is deployed effectively throughout the drama in order
to lampoon and thus undercut male representatives of oppressive patriarchal institutions; in
Gut Girls, wordplay and laughter are used by the women as antidotes to the bleakness of
their work, as well as a means of subverting language and thus meaning itself, in
Masterpieces, Daniels draws our attention to misogynist forms of 'humorous' language and
the implications they hold in the balance of power between the sexes; and in Esme and
Shaz, much of the humour serves as conventional a purpose as promoting identification

with otherwise unorthodox characters.!? Most frequent, however, is the playwright's



tendency to place comedy or absurd situations in the face of tragedy, pain or death.
'Ortonesque’ is an adjective often attributed to Daniels' style, and certainly the words 'black’,
'surreal' or 'irreverent' best describe the type of humour at work in many of her plays,
particularly the early ones. Ma's Flesh, for example, opens with Jenny jabbing a fork in the
cheek of her father who lies in a coffin in the living-room of her and her mother's flat.
Vera's only concern about her daughter's action is to make sure she doesn't mark his face,
"just in case the undertaker wants to go over him again."!> Although we learn as the play
unfolds that the father frequently used to beat and rape both his wife and daughter, Daniels
consistently juxtaposes the shocking nature of such behaviour with an equally shocking
humour. The father's sister, for example, tells her niece, "Your father, Jennifer dear, was a
very moral man ... He'd never make love to a stranger."'* Unlike most of Daniels' plays,
Ma'’s Flesh, along with Bear Cat Files and Manfully Fight Under His Banner, may be seen
as adhering, more or less, to identifiable genres of comic writing: black comedy or farce.
But even in later plays that do not fall into such genres, the playwright's grim humour is
often in evidence. In the middle of Beside Herself, a play that returns to the issue of incest
but in a more serious and compassionate manner, Daniels orchestrates an absurd situation
involving a dead body sitting in a chair at a community group home and the protagonist's
efforts, as she shows guests around, to pretend nothing is amiss.

While the humour in Daniels' work proves to be one of its greatest strengths, it has also
provoked harsh criticism, particularly amongst male critics. Since much of the playwright's
drama is concerned with indicting oppressive patriarchal institutions, the male
representatives of such institutions come in for harsh attack, often through humour.
Whether figures of ridicule in such plays as Ripen and Byrthrite, the butt of practical jokes
in Gut Girls, or inadequate, vindictive fools in many of the plays, Daniels' male characters
are not known for their sympathetic nature. Male critics, therefore, have often registered
complaints at being 'excluded' from the drama. Female critics, on the other hand, have
tended to respond to Daniels from a less subjective and more positive point of view,

warming far more in particular to her brand of humour. In my discussions on the critical



reaction to Daniels' work, I shall be addressing this issue and assessing the partialities of
both critics and playwright.

In addition to the sense of alienation felt by certain male critics when viewing Daniels'
plays, it is likely that much of their discomfort stems also from the fact that her writing
focuses exclusively on women; men, therefore, are peripheral or secondary to the central
action. This does not imply, however, that men are incapable of appreciating the drama or
the social concerns expressed in it -- concerns in which they, on numerous levels, are
involved. Women, after all, throughout the history of theatre have been assigned to the
same role as spectator in countless plays by men, about men, and very often acted only by
men. (It has been noted recently that this phenomenon is currently enjoying a renaissance
on British stages.)!S This double standard, however, has not occurred to many of Daniels'
reviewers who, over the years, have spent more energy attacking the playwright as a person
than critiquing the actual substance of her plays. While Daniels has acknowledged the
power of critics to make or break a reputation in the theatre,!¢ she has shown at the same
time remarkable resilience in continuing to write plays whose subjects are
uncompromisingly 'woman-centred’. As well as following the playwright's development
according to the chronology of her writing in this thesis, I have endeavoured to organise my
chapters according to subject matter. The nine plays to be examined therefore have been
divided into four units, each focusing on a play or group of plays that share distinct issues
and themes. In Chapter Two Daniels' early core of published work (Ripen, Gateway and
Neaptide) is brought under the spotlight, uncovering a range of feminist concerns stemming
primarily from the Women's Liberation Movement. Each play, for example, is notable for
its dramatisation of domestic and personal issues for women that have direct political
relevance in society. As well, all three plays share distinct features of much women's
playwriting at the time, such as an examination of fractured female identity and mother-
daughter relationships, a valorisation of female friendships, and the development of
strategies to achieve liberation from oppressive patriarchal regimes.'” Each play also

follows a similar format involving the journey of a female protagonist towards feminist



enlightenment and self-realisation, as well as a general movement of all the plays' women
towards forming alternative alliances of power or counter worlds. This chapter is important
too not only for establishing many of the technical and thematic features of Daniels' style,
but also as a base with which to assess future developments and directions in her work.
Even within the chapter, however, significant developments from play to play can be seen,
particularly in the case of Neapfide.

Chapter Three I have devoted entirely to Masterpieces, Daniels' hard-hitting indictment of
pornography and male violence against women, and, to many, her most significant and
powerful work. The play also stands on its own for other reasons. First, Masterpieces is a
departure for Daniels, both from her earlier writing and from the majority of her later
writing. Not only is it her most technically innovative piece, but, apart from Head-Rot (a
commissioned 'issue-based’ play), it is her only intentional piece of 'issue-based' theatre,
although many of her plays have been similarly identified since. Second, out of all Daniels'
plays Masterpieces has attracted the greatest controversy. I have therefore chosen this
chapter to begin my assessment of the critical reaction towards her work generally, and
particularly towards this play. Finally, at the end of the chapter I include an account of
Masterpieces’ first appearance on a major Canadian stage ten years after its opening in
Manchester, a production which I attended.

In the latter half of the 1980s, Daniels turned to history's silenced women as characters for
her stage and wrote Byrthrite and Gut Girls, the focus of Chapter Four's History Plays'.
Like the subjects of her early plays that reflected concerns of the Women's Movement at the
time, these plays too are a reflection of a growing feminist preoccupation, both academically
and culturally, with women in history. Byrthrite, however, also straddles the twentieth
century, incorporating a cautionary look at modern reproductive technology into its
dramatisation of women's rites/rights of birth in seventeenth-century England. Gut Girls,
set in the turn-of-the-century Deptford slaughterhouses, attempts, like Byrthrite, to paint an

historically accurate picture of the lives of ordinary women (from all classes) attempting to



break free from physical, social and economic restraints. At the end of my critical analysis
of each play, I consider, as in Chapter Three, its critical reception.

Finally, Chapter Five examines Daniels' output in the 1990s (up to Esme and Shaz) and the
predominant theme running through it: women and madness. This theme, as I point out at
the beginning of the chapter, has also featured in nearly every play previously discussed.
Even in unpublished and very early material, however, the subject of women's mental health
has figured prominently. For example, in her first effort for the stage, Just Like A Woman,
one of the central characters suffers a nervous breakdown and ends up in a psychiatric
hospital. Through her time spent there, Daniels explores the horrors and desolation of such
institutions, the effects of drugs on patients, and the injustices of the British legal system
which land many women there -- all issues which reappear more than a decade later in
Head-Rot and Esme and Shaz. Penumbra (1981) too bears striking similarities not only to
Esme and Shaz, but to Daniels' recent radio play, Purple Side Coasters, all of which feature
women who manifest symptoms of severe mental distress through killing or wishing to harm
infants. Before my analysis of the plays in this chapter (Beside Herself, Head-Rot and Esme
and Shaz), 1 shall discuss the evolution of each, considering both how and why it came to
be written. This look at Daniels' writing process will hopefully shed light on the artist
individually at work as well as on some of the collaborative methods with which much
feminist theatre is (or has recently been) produced. Finally, at the end of each play, I will
assess the critical reaction to it with specific attention to differences in reaction between

male and female reviewers.

1Sarah Daniels, Plays: One (London: Methuen Drama, 1991), p. ix.

2see Mary R. Klaver, 'The Play(s) of Sarah Daniels: Performing Feminisms' (Masters thesis, University of
Calgary, 1993), and Julie Morrissy, ‘Materialist-Feminist Criticism and Selected Plays of Sarah Daniels, Liz
Lochhead, and Claire Dowie' (doctoral thesis, University of Sheffield, 1994).

3Talk given at the University of Sheffield, 25 February 1993.

4Bloomsbury Theatre Guide (London: Bloomsbury, 1988), p. 71.

5'Waving not Drowning', in British and Irish Women Dramatists Since 1958: A Critical Handbook, ed. by
Trevor R. Griffiths and Margaret Llewellyn-Jones (Buckingham, Philadelphia: Open University Press,
1993), p. 63.
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6Interview with Daniels at her home, 1 June 1995,

7Op. cit., n. 1, p. xii.

80p. cit., n. 6.

9Contemporary Feminist Theatres: To Each Her Own (London: Routledge, 1993), p. 3.

100p. cit., n. 6.

'Theatres of Choice and the Case of "He's Having Her Baby"', New Theatre Quarterly, 9 (1993), pp. 364 -
366.

12Sarah Daniels, Interview with Gill Pyrah, BBC Radio 4 Kaleidoscope transcript, 15 February 1994.
13Unpublished manuscript of Ma's Flesh is Grass, p. 1.

H1bid,, p. 15.

see Claire Armitstead, 'Male Order Catalogue', Guardian, 22 November 1995.

160p. cit., n. 6.

17Examples of female-authored plays of the late 1970s and early '80s that share similar features are: Olwen
Wymark's Find Me ("77), which charts the fracturing of identity of a young girl as she is institutionalised for
'madness'; Marsha Norman's ‘Night Mother ('83), which tells of the buried and eventual annihilation of a
woman's identity in the context of a troubled relationship with her mother; Rose Leiman Goldemberg's
Letters Home ('79) highlights the relationship between Sylvia Plath and her mother through their
correspondence; Catherine Hayes' Skirmishes ('81) explores both embittered mother-danghter relations and
the fraught relationship between two sisters as they care for their dying mother; Debbie Horsfield's Red
Devils Trilogy ('83) follows various friendships between adolescent girls through to young adulthood; Nell
Dunn's Steaming ('81) highlights bonds of solidarity between adult women and the way in which such
solidarity can empower women; and Caryl Churchill's Top Girls ('82) presents differing routes taken by a
range of historical, mythological and present-day women that defy (in some measure) oppressions placed on
their gender.
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CHAPTER TWO
Beginnings: Consciousness-Raisings

Ripen Our Darkness, The Devil's Gateway and Neaptide, Daniels' most successful first
offerings to the British stage, deserve special consideration not only for the formative clues
they provide to her later work, but in their own right as plays that reflect and offer unique
treatments of the 'personal is political' feminist equation so prevalent in women's writing of
the early 1980s. With astute insight into the social, sexual and economic inequalities
between women and men in society, Daniels deftly balances in all three plays a serious
indictment of patriarchal ideology with a black and often absurd sense of humour. Her
ability, moreover, to portray through arresting visual images the connection between
seemingly trivial domestic detail and matters of grave political significance mark her as a
playwright of notable and memorable talent. The oft quoted line of Mary to her husband in
Ripen, "Dear David, your dinner and my head are in the oven",! for example, has achieved
considerable status in feminist theatre folklore. Despite this, Daniels does not regard Ripen,
nor any of her early plays, as "self-consciously feminist" as some of her later works,
particularly Masterpieces.? With Ripen, for example, she admits her concern to lie far more
with story than with issues? -- a concern that resurfaces twelve years later, as we shall see in
Chapter Five, in Esme and Shaz. It cannot be denied, though, that in all three of these early
plays important issues are present. From domestic violence, female 'madness' and the
Greenham Common protest to the right to 'care and control' for lesbian mothers, issues
abound. Unlike Masterpieces and Head-Rot, however, these plays do not belong
exclusively to the 'issue-based' genre of drama that flourished during the seventies and
eighties, for despite their numerous issues, they also boast elements of fantasy, mythology,
tragedy, black comedy and farce. One of the central problems that critics have come up
against when reviewing Daniels (and indeed many women playwrights) over the years has
been precisely this resistance of her work to be classified within any single traditional

dramatic genre. In thus defying categorisation, Daniels' early plays in particular emerge as
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pieces that simultaneously play with and reject theatrical convention, and ultimately invent

as they go along their own unique form.

Ripen Our Darkness

Although Ripen is Daniels' second play to be staged (Penumbra having been performed
earlier that year in Sheffield), it is the first that brought her to public attention and acclaim.
It is also the first of her works to be published. Making its début at the Royal Court
Theatre Upstairs on 7 September 1981, the play met on the whole with enthusiasm from
audiences and praise from reviewers who applauded Daniels' confidence in tackling serious
social problems as well as her "vivacity of raw dramatic invention".5 A fair number of male
reviewers, however, were quick to retaliate against the playwright's "cascade of bile"
against men with a particularly bilious invective of their own. But as we shall discover not
just here but throughout her writing, Daniels proves to be unruffled by protestations from
the historically 'unfair' sex.

Ripen is about the oppression the 'average' woman suffers daily under society's patriarchal
institutions. The play's action hinges on the raising of one female character's consciousness
about this oppression, as well as the various rebellions of all the play's women to subvert or
cast it off. Two main objectives thus emerge on the part of the playwright: to critique (or
lampoon) several key patriarchal institutions (marriage, the Church and psychiatry), and to
offer female characters both strategies against and alternatives to such traditional bastions
of male control. Most importantly, throughout the play Daniels emphasises the political
nature of personal relationships and of women's placement within the family. This
preoccupation with the 'personal' being 'political' directly reflects that of the Women's
Movement, throughout the '70s especially. Sheila Rowbotham observes:

The women's movement has made the need to
uncover every aspect of women's experience an
immediate political issue and in doing so has started
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to redefine what is personal and what is political,
questioning the present scope of what is defined
as politics.®

As well, Daniels' insistence in Ripen (and elsewhere) on the need for women to reclaim and
develop alternative forms of power are central objectives of women's groups and writings at
this time, as Rowbotham states,

The women's movement has ... been extremely
preoccupied with an aspect of power which other
grass-roots and radical movements have seen as
their concern -- namely, the creation of alternative
sources of power, both as a means of defensive
resistance and as a means of developing the capacity
for self-organisation among oppressed people.”

In one sense, thus, Ripen is very much a product of its time. The ways in which Daniels
realises her objectives and story on stage, however, are what set her apart from some of the
more polemical (women's) theatre groups and writers of the '70s. Works, for example, such
as Red Ladder's Strike While the Iron is Hot ('74), The Women's Theatre Group's My
Mother Says I Never Should (15), or Michelene Wandor and Gay Sweatshop's Care and
Control ("717) engaged with similar feminist (and in addition socialist) issues as Daniels, but
in a more agitprop style wherein theatrical considerations were often subordinated to
didactic aims. While a voice that seeks to 'enlighten' can always be heard throughout
Daniels' early work, the playwright is equally interested in engaging our imagination and
especially in making us laugh. Ripen is a good example of a play that has, thematically and
structurally, both a deadly seriousness and comic exuberance at its heart.

Although Ripen at times conveys a sense of structural anarchy with its numerous subplots,
diversity of characters, and mixture of genres, moods and styles, its structure is nevertheless
carefully formulated. A look at the underlying premise of the play will demonstrate how
Daniels builds her characters and their relationships around it. To restate, this premise
revolves around the notion that most women, in some vital aspect of their lives, are
oppressed or controlled by certain patriarchal institutions. In Ripen, we see a woman's
body and work controlled (or dictated) by marriage, her mind or mental 'health’ by

psychiatry, and her spirituality and morality by the Church. These three institutions (along
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with the areas of life they seek to control) become the main thematic pillars of the play.
Each character is then intimately connected to one or more of these patriarchal institutions
in order to dramatise their power and their weaknesses. To represent the institution of
psychiatry, for example, we have the Freudian protégé, Marshall Hutchinson who, despite
his contemptible "penis-mad" views, nevertheless has the power to commit perfectly sane
women to psychiatric hospitals. As representatives of the Church we are presented with
Roger, a vicar, and his warden, David, both of whom preach moral rectitude more in their
homes than in the Church. As for the institution of marriage, Daniels establishes five
couples: four heterosexual and one lesbian. Each relationship highlights different aspects of
power and control. With Rene and Alf, for example, the focus is on physical abuse and rape
within marriage; with Mary and David, the master-slave dynamic is foregrounded, while
through the alternative lesbian alliance between Anna and Julie, we see the potential for
certain patterns of control within the heterosexual model to be repeated. In addition to the
oppression generated by marriage itself, Daniels' female characters suffer further oppression
by having husbands allied with other patriarchal institutions as well. Thus, Tara is linked
with a psychiatrist, while Mary and Daphne are not only saddled with men of the Church,
but are forced to suffer the psychiatric probings of their husbands' friend, Marshall
Hutchinson.

While each relationship in Ripen plays a part in Daniels' assault on patriarchy, the
relationship between Mary and David carries the greatest force. This marriage, or more
precisely, Mary's crisis and awakening within the marriage, provides the central action to
the play. As the chief protagonist, Mary's centrality is reflected not only by her presence in
the majority of scenes, but also visually by her appearance alone on stage at the play's
opening and floating above her husband at its close. Structurally, then, Mary and her
relationship with David stand at the centre of the play with every other relationship
providing thematic support.

Within this structural framework, Daniels sets about attacking the patriarchal power-base

of each relationship. Her chief method of attack is through ridicule -- a mode which not
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Oh yes, by your values I'm nuts, but by my
values I was -- but I am no longer. I've

wasted my life in a bitter compromise. I've
bitten my lip and said nothing when inside I've
been screaming. And when I've practically
wanted to wring his neck I've said, 'Yes, dear'
or 'Whatever you think, dear'. Yes, you win.

I was no longer alive, and now I am insane. It's
great to feel things, it's just great to be mental.
Take any prize you want. Now bum off. (p. 61)

Within the course of a few days, thus, Mary, in her new-found assertiveness and lucidity,
knocks down the patriarchal tenets of the Church, marriage and psychiatry. Her suicide
emerges as the final assault on these three institutions of oppression. No longer willing to
waste herself in "bitter compromise", she wrenches control of her life from her oppressors
and directs it to a conclusion of her choosing.

Metaphorically, Mary's suicide may be viewed as an act not of killing herself, but of giving
birth to a new self -- a self which she eventually realizes could never survive in this "war-
ridden shit heap men call earth". (p. 67) Certainly Daniels' title reinforces this birth
metaphor. The unenlightened or oppressed woman must acquire the seeds of feminist
consciousness to begin the 'ripening' process of growth and self-realization. The imperative
mode of the title indicates, furthermore, that the 'ripening' process for women requires
illumination or support from outside sources. Ripen, along with all of Daniels' subsequent
plays, suggests that women must call upon friendship, guidance and nurturing from other
women. Through the course of the play, Mary travels from her space of darkness and finds
'ripeness’ in a place no less than paradise -- a feminist heaven.

Daniels' presentation of this surreal paradise serves not only to debunk the myths of
patriarchal religion and the Bible ("That libellous load of crap!" p. 67), but to offer, on a
more serious note, an alternative mode of existence for women -- a type of community that
would promote self-realization and autonomy through female solidarity. The inhabitants of
Daniels' surreal community, satiric versions of the Holy Trinity, encourage Mary to achieve
these goals. In a scene of scathing humour, they demystify her remaining illusions about

God and men, and even offer her the choice to return to her former life. Mary comes to the
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realization, however, that nothing will change the men who have made her life "...at best
monotonous, and at worst unbearably painful” (p. 67), she opts to stay: "I'm home." (p. 68)

Throughout Ripen, Daniels suggests that "home" for women -- a place of true freedom
and self-knowledge -- can only be achieved, as mentioned, through the company of other
women. By shifting the emphasis that her female characters place on their relations with
men to more nurturing relations with women, Daniels offers her female spectators
possibilities for reclaiming power. In a monologue directed at the audience, Rene vows
(after her husband's death):

Like even if in the future I met a nice
respectable man and even if I was to
marry him -- he nor any man wouldn't
mean that much in comparison to what
my daughter means to me. (p. 65)

Mary, similarly, redirects the energy she has devoted to three ungrateful sons to establishing
a closer and more understanding relationship with her daughter. Although still uneasy
about Anna's lesbianism, Mary comes to accept and even joke about it: "It looks as though
I've got to resign myself to being the only mother in Acacia Avenue with three sons and
four daughters-in-law." (p. 43) Anna's relationship with Julie, although presented as far
from ideal, nevertheless emerges as another alternative to the patriarchal heterosexual
model. In this play, Daniels does not so much proclaim lesbianism as a strategy or political
gesture against this model, but illustrates, rather, the possibility for women to find love,
support and sexual fulfilment through other women. Indeed, the only glimpses we catch of
true love and sexual eagerness on the part of women are in the relationship between Anna
and Julie.

Despite all the various strategies against and alternatives to patriarchy that Daniels offers,
at the end of the play she leaves us with the hopeless image of David and Roger carrying on
literally and figuratively their game of Monopoly, oblivious emotionally to Mary's death.
Moreover, we learn that Roger has had Daphne sectioned. Obviously it is not Daniels'

intention to proclaim a general triumph for women at the end of the play. Rather, for all its
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ludicrous exaggeration, the last scene is a realistic exposé of how patriarchal attitudes can
live on unscathed by the most traumatic rebellions of women. With the recognition of
patriarchal power still very much alive in society, Daniels' ending may be interpreted more
hopefully as an implicit appeal for women to continue their struggle, and, unlike Mary, to
find "a point". (p. 71) In the context of Ripen, and as we find also in Gafeway and
Neaptide, women's hope for true change and liberation lies ultimately through shifting
power relations within the most hidden, but perhaps most indomitable of patriarchal
strongholds, the family. This, Daniels urges, must be achieved first and foremost through

women's alliances with other women.

The Devil's Gateway

Where the unification of women in Ripen carries political ramifications in the personal
sphere of their lives, in Gateway such ramifications are demonstrated equally in the personal
and public spheres. As we shall see, 'the personal is political' feminist epithet is never more
apparent than in this play. Written after Neapftide, Gateway is nevertheless a suitable
companion-piece to Ripen. In both plays, Daniels directs her attention generally to the
indictment of patriarchy and specifically to the strategies women can develop to overcome
oppression and reclaim power. Gateway, however, seems to offer a more practical
denunciation of patriarchy by linking women's protests to direct political action in the public
world. Asked originally by Annie Castledine (the play's director) to write a play about
Greenham Common, Daniels admits she "...became very stuck and decided to write about
women living in Bethnal Green instead."® She nevertheless uses the women's protests at
Greenham Common as a crucial backdrop to the play, transmitting its images and messages
regularly to characters through various media sources. So while the play's action occurs
primarily on the domestic front, Greenham Common constantly infiltrates this front and, in

so doing, politicises the play as well as placing it in what has become now an historical
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context.10 The protests of women in Gateway, thus, carry greater potential for change than
do the smashing of a 'church-army' tank or 'castration’' of a cooker in Ripen, symbolically
powerful as those actions may be. In other areas as well Daniels shifts from the symbolic to
the practical in Gateway. The surreal feminist 'heaven' to which Mary is delivered in Ripen,
for example, is presented as an ideal female community as yet unrealized in society. In
Gateway, on the other hand, the ideals of 'matriarchy' that Betty and Enid discover reach at
least partial fruition by the end of the play, and the community of protesters at Greenham
are perhaps as close as women have come in the past fifty years to a visibly powerful female
counter-world. Gafeway thus emerges as a logical extension of Ripen: a play in which
Daniels carries many of Ripen's issues and objectives into the realm of practical action.

In particular, Gateway offers further exploration of the issue of female solidarity as a
strategy against and alternative to patriarchy. In essence, the play dramatises the coming
together of women on all fronts -- domestic, political and spiritual -- as well as the
difficulties inherent in this process. Daniels' emphasis on women's relationships with each
other (not only in this play but, as mentioned, in all of her plays), places her within a larger
movement carrying on in the field of women's writing and feminist criticism during the '80s.
Sydney Janet Kaplan observes:

Currently, feminist critics are interested in
studying relationships between women, in-
cluding mothers and daughters, sisters, friends,
lesbians and female communities. Such studies
are extensions of Virginia Woolf's comment in
A Room of One’s Own that women are rarely
portrayed in relation to each other in fiction
written by men.1!

Kaplan's observations may be applied equally to feminist playwrights. Susan Carlson, for
example, notes many similar trends in their writing, including the use of multiple female
protagonists, or of a protagonist surrounded by several women, and "the exploration of
women's relationships with one another".?  Carlson observes, furthermore, the
predominance of communities of women not only in the production of women's theatre

itself, but textually within "almost any recent woman-authored play".!> Helene Keyssar, for
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example, points to plays by Pam Gems, Michelene Wandor and Ntozake Shange as
remarkable "...in their ability to move beyond autonomy and the melodies of single voices to
the explosive sounds of women talking and singing with each other."14

In Gateway, communities of women are dramatised in varying relational units: mothers
and daughters, friends, lovers and political groups. While all of these 'units' are
interconnected in terms of plot (for example, Ivy is mother to Betty, Betty is mother to
Carol and friend to Enid; Enid is mother to Linda; Linda is former friend to Carol and
current lover of Fiona; Fiona is social worker to Betty and Ivy and conveyor of political
information about the women at Greenham Common), many are nevertheless portrayed at
the beginning of the play as ideologically and spiritually distanced from one another.
Throughout the play, Daniels is as eager to explore the bonds that will unite these women
as the forces that keep them apart, or present difficulties in their relationships. Carlson
notes that in many earlier women's plays:

...woman-to-woman relationships were a
panacea for personal and social dilemmas.

Men were bad, women were good, and the
more women the better. In many plays still...
women finding other women leads to happiness,
change, and/or progress. But a growing con-
fidence has also freed playwrights to explore
women's relationships with more range and
complexity. 1’

Daniels' exploration of the problems inherent in women's relationships with other women
in Gateway indeed marks a greater degree of complexity than that exhibited in Ripen. In
that play, as we have seen, the great arch-villain blocking women's self-realization and
unification with others is Patriarchy' (and the various male figures who dictate its tenets).
In Gateway, while patriarchy is still held up for criticism and scorn, it is shown more as an
ideological construct, much of whose power may be diffused once women recognize and
oppose it as such. Patriarchal oppression, moreover, is shown to be only one of a number
of factors impeding women's growth and unity. Very often, as we shall discover, women,

through fear, ignorance or misunderstanding of others, present equal, if not sometimes
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greater, impediments to their unification with others. This exploration of the difficulties
between women, in addition to what Carlson has identified as a possible reflection of
Daniels' growing confidence, also mirrors some of the early divisions within the Greenham
community itself and the protesters' efforts to abolish them. In what started out as a
predominantly white, middle-class movement, as Harford and Hopkins have attested, "the
barriers of race, class and sexuality began to break down...[and] more working-class women
and lesbian women became involved."16

The focus of Daniels' main concern, however, is the liberation and self-realization that can
result from women uniting and overcoming division. She structures her play, thus, with this
goal in mind. Gateway's first half, for example, depicts the various troubled relationships
between female characters (as well as between female and male characters), and explores
the reasons for their disunity. In the second half, she dramatises, more importantly, a
gradual coming together of these women and a healing of rifts, until, in the final scene, a
grand unification occurs between the characters which, in many respects, mirrors the
process of unification happening concurrently in the Greenham community. ~While this is
the general movement of the play, Daniels focuses its themes and events around a central
figure. Like Mary in Ripen, Betty is portrayed initially as a downtrodden domestic servant
("a washing-up machine on legs", p. 75) tied to a condescending, autocratic husband. In
desperate need to overcome her boredom and find new meaning in life, she embarks on a
journey towards enlightenment and liberation. Unlike Mary's, however, Betty's quest is
directly linked to a larger political quest: the women's peace initiative at Greenham
Common. The interplay between this quest and Betty's own personal one forms the crux of
the play's action and provides, additionally, a thematic base to which all other relationships
are linked. Through an examination of these relationships and Betty's quest, Daniels' key
objectives come to light: the exploration of both disparity and solidarity amongst women.

In twelve scenes of varying length taking place primarily in the space of Betty's flat over
the course of a few months,!” Daniels dramatises relationships between women in three

main areas: family, friendship and politics. (Although three heterosexual marriages are also
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presented, the husbands, only one of whom appears on stage, are secondary characters
whose chief function is to illustrate their oppression of their wives and, thus, the degree to
which these women eventually liberate themselves.) Within the family arena, we are
presented in the first scene with three generations of mothers and daughters: Ivy, Betty and
Carol. All three women are at first emotionally distanced and ideologically at odds with one
another. Betty, although caring and considerate of her mother, nevertheless harbours great
resentment towards her for having years ago slept with (or so she presumes) her fiancé.
While this information is brought to light gradually during the course of the play, it points to
a major source of alienation between mothers and daughters: unreconciled past differences
and misunderstanding. Carol, similarly, harbours a grudge towards her mother stemming
from her past. Her grudge, however, may not be attributed to one particular incident, but
to the working-class environment into which Betty had the nerve to bring up her daughter.
Carol derides her mother for her "crude" language, her tacky household decor, and the fact
that, in her opinion, Betty has nothing to show for her life. Carol's attempts to transcend
her shameful origins through marriage to an upmarket solicitor and acquisition of material
wealth are mocked by Daniels. Carol makes pointed remarks to her mother, for example,
about her and Darrel's "gold-plated dolphin toilet-roll holders”, their “prize roses”, and the
fact that Darrel had to toss a coin to decide between another baby or a new car. As we
discover eventually, Carol's attempts at social climbing do not buy her the sense of self-
worth and prestige she saw sadly lacking in her mother's marriage. Betty points out later to
her daughter that as long as "Marriages are made uneven" (p. 117), they will never be
conveyors of happiness to women no matter from which class they originate.

Daniels' treatment of class as a factor that can divide women is extended into the political
sphere. As mentioned earlier, the group of women protesters at Greenham Common is a
crucial presence in the play. While the image of this group's solidarity and power speaks
volumes to Betty, other characters are more sceptical about the motives of the individual
women in it. Enid believes, for example, that the women protesting against nuclear testing

haven't had anything near the kind of "bombs" that she and her generation of mothers had to



27

endure. Rather, she sees the women in a cynical light as trying to protect their "nice lives".
She says to Betty: "...well I ain't joining in because I ain't protesting next to some posh
woman so she can make sure her cut glass and Capo da Monte flowerpots are still intact."
(p. 97) While Enid eventually overcomes enough of her cynicism to help Betty at least
practically in her quest for information and knowledge about the protest, her initial
misinterpretation of the protesters' political and class motives is shown to be a common
impediment to the general unification of women in society.

The greatest impediment to the unification of women in Gateway, however, is marriage
or, specifically, marriage as prescribed by patriarchy. As in Ripen, Daniels dramatises
several marriages in Gateway, although, as mentioned, only one husband appears on stage.
With each couple, Daniels underscores the ways in which marriage can alienate women
from one another. During the course of the play we witness its power to separate mothers
from daughters, friends and women from their own true selves. Both Linda and Carol, for
example, are alienated from their mothers. In Linda's case, Enid's blind loyalty to Bob and
minimisation of his violence lead to a rift between her and her daughter. Linda feels not
only unsafe when visiting her parents, but resentful of Enid's unthinking resignation to a
man who has tyrannised both of them. Contact between mother and daughter, therefore, is
minimal. Like Enid, Carol is tied to a tyrannical man whose violence she defends blindly
and whose every opinion she adopts as her own. Behind Daniels' mockery of the Carol-
Darrel cloning process, however, is a serious issue: the disintegration of female identity
which often occurs in marriage. Not only does Carol lose herself in servicing her husband
and emulating his lifestyle, but she also loses contact with her mother. Betty laments in
Scene Five: "We don't even talk any more like we used to" (p. 117), and in Scene Twelve,
she points out that the last thing she and Carol actually did together was buy material for
Carol's wedding dress. As Daniels made apparent in Ripen, here too she points to the way
in which women have been socialised to give more time and energy to the men in their lives
than to their relationships with other women, or indeed to themselves. Such issues, forming

also the focus of so-called 'consciousness-raising' sessions happening off-stage throughout
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the country during the '70s, make this play now, apart from its dramaturgical interest, a
useful social document of certain aspects of the Women's Movement.!8

Specifically in terms of Gateway's plot, however, these issues figure most prominently in
the marriage of Betty and Jim. For Betty, any deviation from her domestic role or tiny
assertion of independence results in being admonished or labelled "mad" by Jim. Moreover,
Betty's friendship with Enid -- a friendship based on the sharing of problems, secrets and
laughter -- is deeply suspect to Jim. Not only does he constantly criticise Betty for "faffing
about" with Enid, but he attempts to destroy their friendship as well. When he learns that
somebody has "grassed" on him to the DHSS, for example, he immediately blames Enid and
orders Betty to bar her from their flat. Enid's husband too suspects Betty for a similar
offence and orders his wife to avoid her friend. Through this episode, Daniels dramatises
not only the power which husbands often exert over their wives, but, more significantly, the
motivation which prompts them to exert such power: fear of female solidarity. This same
fear lies behind many of the derisive comments (for example, "Bunch of lunatics", p. 82)
levelled against the women protesters at Greenham Common throughout the play.
Apparently, as Daniels so clearly demonstrates, the sight of a group of women fighting
publicly and powerfully over a political issue, traditionally the arena of male protest, is
extremely threatening to men.

Having dramatised the various factors which impede female autonomy and drive women
apart, the playwright then seeks to repair this division and promote alternative models to
patriarchal power. As mentioned earlier, Daniels focuses the play's themes around the
narrative of her central character, Betty. Betty's quest, however, has a rippling effect on the
women around her, initiating not only similar quests in some for change, but a general
unification of them all. Similar to Mary in Ripen, Betty is initially enveloped by 'darkness'.
This darkness encompasses the oppression she suffers under the patriarchal confines of her
marriage, as well as any knowledge of the roots of this oppression in society. At the
beginning of the play, Betty is portrayed as politically naive and ignorant. She is the only

person in her family, for example, who has no idea what the peace camp at Greenham
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Common is about, despite its ubiquitous presence in the media. The image of this group of
women on television, however, sparks her curiosity and arouses an immediate sense of
affinity with them. She alone feels they "...should be grateful for what those women are
doing." (p. 96) Her curiosity leads her to question not only family and friends about the
event, but her social worker as well. Fiona, like Daphne and Anna in Ripen, becomes an
agent of illumination for Betty (and others) and, in so doing, widens the horizons of her
political inquiry. Through leaflets and magazines Fiona gives her, Betty discovers issues of
deeper significance emanating from those dealing immediately with CND. She reads, for
example:

Apart from everything else, authority,
which is male oriented, is confused,
bemused and deeply threatened by the
growth and the assertion of women working
together in a different way. The women's
peace camp is dealing with the tip of the
iceberg...Cruise missiles, and at the same
time, the base -- patriarchy. (p. 105)

Betty becomes increasingly involved in her quest for knowledge and we find her ferreting
away newspaper clippings on the protest in an empty cereal box. She attempts not just to
collect information, however, but to discover the exact meaning of what she is reading. She
asks Jim, for example, the definition of "patriarchy", but then feels compelled to disguise
from him the true motive for asking and tells him she is trying to follow a recipe for
"patriarchy cake". Not satisfied with Jim's feeble explanation of the term ("Like a triangle
with the boss at the top and all the workers along the bottom," p. 127), she manages to
figure out the meaning herself by deconstructing the word: she remembers that "pater"
means “"father". Betty's determination to understand 'patriarchy’, although comically
subverted into a 'harmless' domestic pursuit, nevertheless reflects the more serious attempts
by feminists at this time to analyse and dismantle patriarchy in society at large. Rowbotham
writes:

There was felt to be a need ... for a wider
understanding of power relationships and
hierarchy than was offered by current Marxist
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ideas. And with that came the realisation
that we needed to resist not only the outer
folds of power structures but their inner coils.!®

In the Greenham peace camp as well, there was a marked emphasis from the beginning on
breaking up and working without hierarchies.?? The fact that Betty's 'patriarchy cake' can
be eaten is a light touch by Daniels, showing one of the more unusual methods of
dismantling an ideology!

Betty's sudden awakening to events and issues outside the sphere of hoovering and
washing-up has immediate ramifications in her personal world. Rejecting the common
labelling of the protesters as mad ("Everybody thought the suffragettes were mad at the
time", p. 132), Betty begins to realize the possible connections this group of women hold
with her situation. An interaction between the personal and the political is thus established
for Betty, setting the stage for protest at the inadequacies in her life. She reveals to Enid
that she is bored: "...bored with my life, everything." (p. 109) She even vocalises her
dissatisfaction to Jim (although prompted to do so by her daughter): "I just want something
that matters to me...I want something to believe in." (p. 119) She laments to Carol the lack
of opportunity she had for further education wherein she would have tried to discover
where the "flaw" in the great scheme of things lay. Most importantly, the events at
Greenham Common engender in Betty a sense of solidarity with other women and
identification with their plight. She points out to Enid, for example, that one woman who
was sent to jail for what she believed in was described as "...the sort of person who just
made the tea for other people, before she got involved."” When Enid asks, "Well?", Betty
replies: "I could describe my life as making tea for others." (p. 131) She also begins to
think more about the women in her own life and wonders, for example, if her mother was
similarly "bored", or if she ever got "fed up". (p. 153)

The growing identification Betty experiences with the women at Greenham Common
inspires a gradual movement towards solidarity with her own family and friends. At the
beginning of the play, as previously noted, we are presented with three generations of

mothers and daughters all in some degree distanced from one another. Betty's personal
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quest for enlightenment and self-realization, however, touches the other women in her life:
they too are encouraged to rethink their lives and become more supportive and open with
one another. Both Ivy and Carol have frank exchanges with Betty where they try to explain
past actions and sort out their differences. Ivy encourages Betty to stand up to Jim, and
Betty encourages Carol to stand up to Darrel and be more honest about her marital
unhappiness. Enid and Betty, as well, patch up the misunderstanding instigated by their
husbands and vow from that point forward: "We make up our own minds." (p. 147) This
coming together of the women fosters mutual understanding, confidence and strength
among them. Betty's pursuit of education rubs off on the others as well, and they begin to
enlighten one other about what they are learning. Enid, initially sceptical about the women
at Greenham Common, becomes Betty's research assistant and collects newspapers for her
daily. Towards the end of the play, it is clear that she has not only learnt a great deal, but is
proud of this learning as well. When Carol asks what "patriarchy” is, for example, she
replies: "We know all about it and we know what the opposite is an' all,; matriarchy, and
even though that's been extinct for a few thousand years, me and Betty is raising it from the
dead." (p. 146)

Enid's growth, like that of all the women in the play, results in a radical step towards
liberation in the final scene. In this scene, Ivy, Carol, Betty and Enid all decide either to
make major changes in their lives, or to do something entirely for themselves which, we
sense, will result in change. Betty, transforming her spiritual journey into a physical one,
decides to travel independently to Newbury, despite tyrannical protestations from Jim. Enid
takes one step further: she decides to leave her abusive husband for good. With suitcase in
hand, she declares: "I'm going to do something that will change me. You do what you want
but I want something more." (p. 157) Carol, as well, takes a step in a similar direction and
decides to leave her miserable marriage, if only for a day, and accompany her mother to
Newbury. The coming together of women in this scene (Ivy decides to accompany Betty
and Carol too), thus signals a shift in emphasis and values in their lives. Rejecting the

patriarchal structure that has oppressed and ignored them, they form a new model of female
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unity: a 'matriarchal' alliance. This alliance, enhanced by the image of the women's
impending unification with the protesters at Greenham Common, proves that the seeds for

the feminist 'heaven' envisioned in Ripen can indeed take root on Earth.

Daniels' emphasis in Gateway (and in most of her other plays) on the need for women to
turn to each other to achieve happiness and power has led critics to label her a "radical
feminist": one who sees separatism as the only feasible feminist strategy.2! This, in my
opinion, has encouraged reviewers over the years to cast Daniels in a constricting or one-
dimensional light. While it is true that certain aspects of a separatist feminist politics inform
her work, she is not, however, promoting a wholesale rejection of men and elevation of
women. What she is rejecting, more significantly, are all male apparatuses of power which
appropriate women's lives. In her examination of the factors which impede women's
solidarity and liberation, moreover, Daniels points out that these factors, as we have just
seen in Gateway, can stem also from women themselves as from men and patriarchal
institutions. While many women are to a large degree oppressed by these institutions, there
is no reason, as Ivy repeatedly tells Betty, why women should participate in their own
oppression. Finally, the strategies that Daniels offers women in this play to achieve
solidarity (such as the sharing of problems and laughter, the questioning of ideas, mutual
understanding, encouragement, and political activism), have always had their counterpart in
male culture. As she wittily points out in Scene Five as Enid and Betty drink, smoke and
play cards, they are merely turning their place into "a real den of Equity". (p. 109) The
playwright's dramatisation of the formation of separate communities of women -- alternative
networks of power -- may be seen more appropriately as redressing a balance not only on

the stage, but in society at large.
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Neaptide

In Neaptide Daniels' preoccupation with matriarchal alternatives is explored with even
greater depth and complexity than we have just seen. Just as Gateway offered a broader
treatment of issues presented in Ripen, so Neaptide offers a further step in the thematic
direction laid out in Gafeway. When placed consecutively, one may view each of these
plays as stemming logically from its predecessor.22 In Ripen, for example, the playwright
presents a heavenly version of a matriarchal alliance; in Gateway, she brings this heavenly
paradigm to earth and we witness its actual genesis or "raising from the dead"; in Neaptide,
Daniels moves from looking at the need for and creation of such an alliance to testing its
actual operation in society, and, of equal importance, its being tested by the society within
which it seeks to exist. The matriarchal alliance under question in Neaptide, the alternative
or 'reconstructed' family, is thus well established at the outset of the play. Susan Carlson
points to the "reconstruction of the family" as one of the hallmarks of community explored
in plays by women at this time. She notes, in particular, the "untraditional combinations of
adults and children and ... constellations of relatives and friends which posit new meanings
for the word family."?3 In the few years prior to Daniels writing Neaptide (1982),
Michelene Wandor and Caryl Churchill, for example, were disrupting traditional ideas of the
'nuclear' family. Wandor's comedy, AID Thy Neighbour ('18), examines (and satirizes) this
notion, as well as gender roles, through two couples -- one heterosexual and one lesbian --
and both their desires to have children through alternative methods. Churchill's Cloud 9
('79), a play for which Daniels has expressed great admiration,24 also demonstrates in Act
Two new arrangements and meanings for 'family’. The formerly sexually 'colonised' Betty,
for example, discovers she can live on her own and enjoy her sexuality alone, and there are
other unorthodox living arrangements between bi-sexuals, lesbians, a mother and children,
all of which promise greater fulfilment in relationships. Where in Ripen and Gateway we
saw Daniels examining primarily women's placement in the patriarchal family, in Neaptide
she presents a complete restructuring of the family where women control their own roles

and lifestyles within it. Furthermore, she lays bare the heterosexism at the base of our
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culture which is responsible for denying lesbian women in particular such control. This
progression in Daniels' treatment of subject reflects both the newer concerns of feminism at
this time,25 as well as a broadening of the playwright's own dramatic scope.

Where the examination of women's oppression in Ripen and Gateway was limited to the
domestic sphere of housewives, in Neaptide Daniels widens her investigation to include
both the domestic and public spheres of a successful career woman, one who also happens
to be a lesbian. The range of settings alone in Neaptide reflects this shift: from the kitchens
and living-rooms of Ripen and Gateway, we move to a more diverse mixture of private and
public spaces including a hospital, a school, a courtroom, a park and the homes of various
characters. Within these spaces we are presented with a broader range of characters than in
either of the previous plays. In the public spheres of medicine and the law, for example, we
have the expected male agents of oppression: callous doctors and a ruthless solicitor; at the
school where Claire teaches we meet five co-workers, two pupils, and the headmistress;
finally, on the homefront we are presented with three sisters (one off-stage), four mothers,
four daughters, four sons, three husbands and fathers, and two female friends. Daniels
matches this ambitious cast with an equally ambitious thematic framework and plot
structure which allow time and space for certain key characters to grow. An examination of
Neaptide's structural composition will shed light on Daniels' chief subject: the plight of the
alternative family and, in particular, the lesbian mother in society.

To narrow this subject to a single statement is somewhat reductive. One of the criticisms
consistently levelled against Neaptide over the years is its very ambition. Trevor R.
Griffiths comments:

...the sheer volume of plots is problematic and
potentially implosive: Val goes mad as a kind of
defensive reaction to patriarchy, the story of Demeter
and Persephone acts as a mythical underpinning to
the lesbian mother child custody case, the elderly
mother has her consciousness raised, the lesbian
pupils come out, so does the headteacher, and the
school staff room contains enough minor plots for a
series of Grange Hill 26
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Daniels herself admits that the play "would benefit from trimming" 2’ While Neaptide does
contain a multiplicity of minor plots, characters, themes and issues, it nevertheless does not
deserve Wandor's accusation of possessing a structure that is "unformed" and "lazy".28
Rather, Daniels is quick to impose a distinct thematic and structural framework from the
very opening of Scene One. This framework is introduced formally to the audience by the
choric figure, Val, whose opening address is delivered from the hospital where she is
recovering from a breakdown:

The performers in this pit are as old as the
witchcraft trials. Centre stage. The powerful
male Doctor-Inquisitor. In the wings, a sub-
servient female Handmaiden-Nurse. Stranded
on a mud flat, myself, a Witch-Patient. (p. 235)

Val's theatrical analogy sheds light not only on her own personal predicament, but on the
entire drama about to unfold. We the audience will witness a performance about an age-old
drama taking place in the lives of modern-day characters. Daniels' device of framing the
play through this double theatrical lens evokes a sense of ritual, thus enforcing the ritualistic
nature of witch hunting itself. In short, Neaptide is about modern-day witch hunting: the
trials, both literal and figurative, still faced by women whose behaviour and lifestyles run
counter to patriarchal norms. In structuring her play, Daniels never strays from this critical
focus: not only is the primary action geared towards an actual trial in court (a lesbian
mother's custody case), but many scenes or secondary narratives take the form of witch
hunts or court trials. Within this thematic and structural framework, the playwright
addresses four main questions: who are today's 'witches'? What is the nature of their
crimes? Who are the inquisitors? What is the nature of the trials they impose?

While Val introduces herself as a "Witch-Patient" at the play's opening, we soon discover
that her status as 'witch' is secondary in comparison with that of Claire. Val's deviation
from prescribed norms of female behaviour are more in line with those explored in Ripen
and Gateway: errings of the 'failed' housewife. With Claire, Daniels introduces a more

radical dimension to her deviation: lesbianism. In Neaptide, lesbians, and especially lesbians
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who dare to be mothers, are the chief 'witches' in question. To broaden her examination,
Daniels presents three generations of lesbians, all brought together under one school roof,
and each one highlighting different aspects of the castigation, dilemmas and trials they face
in daily life. The relationships between Bea, Claire and Diane -- relationships characterized
generally by hostility and disunity at the beginning of the play -- grow over time until a
model of solidarity is achieved by the end. This development in their relationships may be
regarded as one of the play's key subplots, sparking off, as we shall see, crises and turning
points in the primary plot.

Daniels' bringing of lesbianism to the forefront of her play is an important step not only in
the direction of her own writing, but in that of women's theatre. Jill Davis has pointed out
that Daniels' plays are among the first in print to represent lesbians.?® Certainly, Neaptide is
the first play by a woman to have been staged at the National Theatre in which the chief
protagonist is a lesbian. Daniels, however, is not the first playwright to dramatise issues of
lesbian motherhood and the law. Wandor's Care and Control ('77), the first play by the
female group of Gay Sweatshop, dramatises the same subject. Wandor explains that the
idea for this play grew from the company's desire to tackle the political issues arising from
the number of recent custody cases in the news wherein lesbian mothers had been judged
adversely. The interest in the play, she notes, stems primarily from "...the links it made
between a lesbian 'issue' and a wider feminist critique, demonstrating the way that the
official views about family and sexual morality intrude into ordinary life."3 Neaptide,
although written five years later, is nevertheless concerned with similar unresolved custody
issues for lesbian mothers, and it too possesses 'a wider feminist critique’. Lizbeth
Goodman, for example, sees Claire's lesbianism as "incidental" to her other roles, although
it acts as a 'lens' through which her situation is focused. In her view, "Lesbianism is the
example, but prejudice against women is the real issue of this issue play."3! Certainly this
view is supported by the witch hunting framework in which Neaptide is placed. Daniels'
foregrounding of lesbianism and lesbian issues in this play, thus, may be seen as an attempt

to contextualise prejudice against women in society around this time, and set it against
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certain ideals and demands that had come out of the Women's Liberation Movement, Gay
Liberation Front or the first British National Lesbian Conference (1974). As well, her
foregrounding of lesbian alliances intensifies the radical nature of female alternatives she
offers in society. Where in Ripen and Gateway the lesbian relationships between Anna and
Julie and Fiona and Linda are presented peripherally in each play, in Neaptide Claire's
lesbianism and the implications it holds in her life are placed centre stage. What
distinguishes Neaptide from other lesbian plays written around the same time,32 however, is
the absence of any dramatisation of lesbian sexuality. Nina Rapi remarks:

Sexuality and the body are almost entirely

absent from Sarah Daniels' Neaptide. The

focus is clearly on the battle lesbians have to

wage on institutions. Sexual relationships between
women obviously exist in the plot, but there is
never any display of sexual desire on stage.33

Clearly, Daniels wishes to emphasize the political ramifications of lesbianism in society and
not its personal intricacies. Moreover, her delineation of a lesbian who loses custody of a
child despite her not even being in a relationship at the time of trial is a deliberate attempt to
emphasize the extremity of prejudice which exists against lesbians.34 In the context of
modern-day witch hunting, then, lesbians emerge as one of society's prime targets. For
what 'crimes’ specifically are they targeted?

The chief crime for which lesbians (and women in general) are persecuted in Neaptide is
their desire to live independently of men. To give critical definition to this issue, Daniels
dramatises it within the context of family and, in particular, motherhood. As mentioned
earlier, Neaptide may be viewed in one regard as a dramatic testing ground wherein the
playwright investigates the operation and treatment of alternative female networks in
patriarchal society. Claire's unorthodox family, the alternative under investigation here,
proves to be deeply threatening to this society. Composed of two mothers (one lesbian and
one heterosexual) and their combined offspring, this family, in overthrowing the primacy of
the father, unravels the very fabric of one of patriarchy's key hierarchical structures. The

threat posed by Claire in this 'new' family, however, is far greater than that posed by her
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friend, Jean. Not only has Claire overthrown her husband as father and 'head of the
household', but, unlike Jean, she has overthrown men entirely as sexual partners. It is for
this last reason especially that Claire's fitness as a mother is contested by her former
husband and the workings of a reactionary legal system. Much of Neaptide addresses the
notion of 'fit' or 'normal' motherhood and, in particular, the need for new definitions of this
concept.

While lesbian motherhood and custody rights are at the fore of the central plot in
Neaptide, Daniels nevertheless extends her examination to include mothers of differing
generations and sexual persuasions. Claire, along with her mother, sister and daughter,
provide the perfect familial arena for such an examination. As in Gafeway, one finds at the
beginning of Neaptide both internal and external sources of conflict between mothers and
daughters. Daniels introduces many of these conflicts in Scene Two during an ironic
'celebration’ of Mother's Day. In this scene of bickering, mutual recrimination and
bitterness, we discover that none of the three mothers has anything to celebrate. In Joyce's
eyes, each of her three daughters has failed to live up to her expectations of respectability:
Sybil, a journalist, has emigrated to New York's disreputable Soho district; Claire has left
her husband and gone "the other way", while Val is in the process of "cracking up". Unable
to stop criticising her daughters, Joyce bemoans: "My God, I wanted three daughters like
the Brontés and I ended up with a family fit for a Channel Four documentary." (p. 247)
With Val we discover a deeply unhappy, bitter woman -- one who years ago abandoned a
university education for marriage and children and who now is clearly on the verge of a
nervous breakdown. (In this scene Daniels shifts the play's time scheme in order to
dramatise the previous two days leading up to Val's breakdown.) Finally with Claire, we
learn by the end of the scene that her ex-husband, Lawrence, has filed a suit for custody of
their only daughter, clearly on the basis of Claire's sexuality. As he menaces, "The sordid
details are going to make you look unfit to have a goldfish bowl in your care." (p. 253)

While the factors responsible for Joyce's maternal unhappiness -- factors arising largely

from generational differences -- may be painful and difficult for her to accept, they in no
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way threaten her status or ability to be a mother. For Val and Claire, on the other hand, the
factors responsible for their unhappiness are ones which place their very motherhood at
stake.  Although the individual circumstances of each sister differ entirely, Daniels'
paralleling of their narratives indicates certain similarities in the nature of their
predicaments. Both women, for example, fail to live up to society's received standards of
'normal' mothers. Val's feelings of "loss of control" and disillusionment with her traditional
roles of wife and mother result in an internal crisis in which she abdicates from these roles.
Before smashing her fist through a window, she says to her husband: "I don't want to take
responsibility for this relationship any longer." (p. 280) Where Val ends up in the
psychiatric ward of a hospital for her failure to be a 'normal' mother, Claire ends up in a
courtroom desperately trying to prove her credentials as such. Claire, as we witness
throughout the play, is probably one of the most idyllic mothers ever dramatised.3> Owing
to her alternative sexuality, however, she is labelled a "pervert" in society and viewed,
therefore, as incapable of being a fit mother. Thus, the 'crimes' for which both sisters are
tried are remarkably similar: the failure to behave 'normally’ as mothers, or the desire to live
independently of men. As Val remarks to Claire: "Maybe we're in the same boat." (p. 294)
Whether at the mercy of society's patriarchal doctors or solicitors, both women experience
the same degree of powerlessness. With reference to this feeling of powerlessness, Claire
aptly observes: "We seem to be caught in a horrendous fairy-tale." (p. 294)

Against the backdrop of this "horrendous fairy-tale" entrapping Val and Claire, Daniels
places the story of Demeter and Persephone in relief. This female-centred myth, 36 read
aloud by Claire to Poppy, serves to underscore the ideals of motherhood, female power and
the alternative family that Claire so ardently attempts to maintain. In addition to being a
myth about alternatives, the Demeter-Persephone story is presented as an alternative myth
itself. With its celebration of female power, it is used to counter not only the real-life
"horrendous fairy-tale" of Val and Claire's situation, but also traditional male-centred fairy-
tales or myths wherein female powerlessness is the norm. Claire tells Poppy, for example,

"I certainly like it better than Cinderella or Sleeping Beauty" (p. 240), and later the story of
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Jesus' crucifixion is set thematically against the background of the Demeter-Persephone
story. Finally, certain parallels between the actual content of the myth and Claire's own
situation serve to lift the play out of its naturalistic mode to a quasi-mythic realm.
Lawrence, for example, easily becomes the Hades-figure who bursts in unannounced on a
scene of domestic mother-daughter bliss to abduct Poppy to a male underworld
characterized by prejudice and vindictiveness. The subject of Lawrence and this male
'underworld' brings us to our final area of investigation in Neaptide: a look at the
'inquisitors' in today's society and the nature of the trials they impose.

The chief inquisitors in Neaptide are represented at both individual and institutional levels.
The most obvious example at the individual level is Lawrence, the spurned husband/father
who, through his movements in the play, enacts dramatically the process of an actual
inquisition. He is seen constantly forcing his way into his ex-wife's private home,
interrogating her, bullying her, and threatening legal retribution if she refuses to submit to
his authority. This authority, although cloaked in the official garments of social 'morality’, is
fundamentally a sexual authority. For example, during a conversation with Claire in which
Lawrence reveals a more vulnerable side to his character, we discover the true motive
behind his filing for custody of Poppy: not to recover the loss of his daughter on moral
grounds, but to recover the loss of his sexual authority over Claire. Lawrence's vindictive
motives are exposed at the end of this confrontation:

CLAIRE. You know Poppy means everything to
me. You can keep anything, take anything, but
not this, let me keep Poppy.

LAWRENCE. It's up to the courts to decide now.

CLAIRE (with quiet dignity). You can change your
mind. Anything else, you can have anything else.

LAWRENCE. Can I have you back?
CLAIRE. Oh, Lawrence. That's impossible.

LAWRENCE. Well, then. Can't you see I have to
go through with it? (p. 312)
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Daniels' pinpointing of Lawrence's true motivation for filing suit throws the issue of
sexuality in the play into a political light. Claire's lesbianism, the sole basis upon which her
ability to parent will be tried in court, is not really a 'crime' of perversion or immorality as
society pretends, but a crime of subversion -- subversion of the basic structural unit through
which patriarchal power is maintained: the heterosexual family.3” Lawrence's inability to
enforce his own personal power over Claire causes him to resort to the courts, the public
enforcers of patriarchal power.

In Neaplide, the courts, comprised of "the great white, washed normals" (p. 294), are
society's chief institutional inquisitors by whose decrees 'witches', such as Claire, are tried
and sentenced. Ironically, Claire's custody trial, the very event towards which the play's
main action is geared, occurs offstage. Clearly, Daniels' objective is not to dramatise the
actual proceedings of this trial, the outcome of which we know to be a "foregone
conclusion", but to dramatise the ramifications that such a trial holds in the life of our chief
protagonist. Specifically, Daniels focuses on the personal and social dilemmas created for
Claire by her ex-husband's custody suit. To promote a fuller understanding of these
dilemmas, Daniels provides a social environment wherein the prejudices against which
lesbians must contend in society are typically represented. This environment, the school
where Claire teaches, acts not only as a forum for the expression of these prejudices, but as
a setting for the play's major subplot. In this subplot, Daniels dramatises a secondary witch
hunt in which the "culprits" are similarly tried in a pseudo-court scene. By linking the
events of this subplot both in theme and in action to the primary narrative, Daniels
intensifies her portrait of a society where the freedom of lesbians, whether in private or in
public, is constantly under attack.

In suppressing her lesbian identity at work, Claire initially views her school as a site of
refuge, the only place through which she believes she may obtain social validation in the
eyes of the court. As she says to Jean, "My job's the only thing I've got going for me." (p.
254) With the discoveries by colleagues of graffiti advertising a gay switchboard and later

the same day of two girls "kissing on the lips", Claire is thrown into both personal and
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professional crises. Caught between the desire to defend the lesbian "culprits" as they are
denounced by colleagues and to shield her own lesbianism for the sake of her professional
reputation in the impending custody trial, Claire hovers in a state of moral limbo. In the
first scene of denunciation (Part One, Scene Four), Claire resorts to a course of action (or
inaction) commonly adopted by lesbians: self-silencing. Hiding behind a newspaper in the
staff room, she endures the prejudices unleashed by her co-workers, society's supposed
intellectual role-models. Annette and Marion, for example, the most reactionary of the
group, comment on the "perversity" of the age and later on the unnaturalness of "women
kissing each other". (p. 264) Roger furthers the idea of lesbians as unnatural with a flippant
reference to "bent genes in the family tree". (p. 265) Equating lesbianism with some sort of
disease, he says to Marion: "I wouldn't worry...it only affects women who can't get men."
(p. 266) In addition to being labelled as perverse, unnatural and diseased, lesbians are also
deemed evil by these models of free thinking. Referring to a production of Macbeth she
once saw, Annette relates: "...it brought a whole new perspective to the characters of the
three witches, you know, a hint of, er, female intimacy...between them...which gave a real
tinge of reality to their evilness." (p. 263) Through this implicit connection between
lesbians and evil witches, Daniels not only furthers her dominant theme in the play, but sets
the stage for an actual witch hunt and trial about to occur in the school.

The coincidence of this witch hunt with Claire's promotion to deputy headmistress
exacerbates the protagonist's dilemma to a painful degree. Daniels heightens the tension
arising from this dilemma by placing the two events in sequence. Immediately before Claire
receives her promotion, we witness a scene which in structure resembles a trial in court.
The two 'criminals' caught kissing, Diane and Terri, are brought before the judge,
headmistress Bea Grimble, to confess their 'crime’. After a lengthy interrogation during
which Terri denies her charges by pleading heterosexual and Diane affirms them by 'coming
out', the freedom of the two defendants, or of Diane particularly, is granted only on the
condition that she keep total silence around "the subject". Diane, however, courageously

refuses to perpetuate the silencing and erasure of lesbians in society, and thus is faced with
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transferral. Claire is apprised of this information by Diane directly before she enters Bea's
office where she expects to be interrogated herself about her pupils' behaviour. Instead she
is promoted immediately, news which both surprises her and further complicates her
situation: were she to break her silence at this point not only would she be putting her
promotion at risk, but possibly her job itself and its guarantee of financial stability. After a
meek attempt at mediation on Diane's behalf, Claire leaves Bea's office feeling a traitor and
self-betrayed. Later that evening when Jean asks her ironically if she "betrayed" herself to
Bea, Claire replies, "Throughout the day I invalidated myself three times. If that's what you
mean." (p. 276)

The self-betrayal, silencing and demoralisation of lesbians in society are issues that
Daniels seeks not merely to illustrate but to redress in the subplot and, by extension, in the
main plot. This concern of the playwright to offer women constructive strategies against
seemingly overwhelming oppression is in keeping with her objectives in Ripen and Gateway
where similar patterns of hope predominate in the latter part of each play. In the latter part
of Neaptide's subplot, an increasingly complicated sequence of events sets the stage initially,
however, for further confrontations between the school's three generations of lesbians.
These confrontations are sparked off by the secret publication in the school magazine of
certain passages pertaining to the silencing of lesbians by a hypocritical education system.

A massive witch hunt is launched by Bea who instructs: "...every girl in the school who
could possibly be a (Slight pause.) whatever, [must be] rounded up and be seen to be
punished." (p. 291) Claire, whose quandary is yet again exacerbated by this turn of events,
is ironically the first to catch the 'culprits’. Dispelling a "girls only" meeting, she confronts
Diane, the chief instigator, in the corridor. During this confrontation, Claire assumes the
role of liberal negotiator, countering Diane's radical proposal for change with the response,
"The only way to change the system is from within." (p. 295) After accusing Claire of being

a "cop out", Diane continues her harangue:

DIANE. Every day making another compromise
until you become so demoralised you hate yourself.
(Long pause.) What about all those thousands of
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women who were burnt as witches? It was you who
told us that it was because they were independent

and men were frightened of them. (Silence. CLAIRE
still doesn't respond). What are you thinking?

CLAIRE. Something stupid, like how nice to be
seventeen when the only dirty word is 'compromise’.

DIANE. You're only a generation away. (p. 296)

While Diane is unaware at this point of her teacher's lesbianism, her pleas for change and
solidarity between "independent" women generally, subjects upon which Claire herself has
elaborated in the classroom, have a profound and immediate impact on Claire. Where for
her generation silence was "the only common denominator" for lesbians, Claire sees in the
courage and honesty of Diane's generation the opportunity for things to be "different". A
figurative exchange of roles occurs, thus, between pupil and teacher. Claire, inspired by
Diane's example and unwilling any longer to bear the guilt of "being a Judas", enters Bea's
office and 'comes out'. A second confrontation ensues wherein the fact of Bea's own
lesbianism is brought to light and used as political leverage by Claire. The immediate shock
for the spectator of such a revelation with all its implications of outrageous hypocrisy is
mitigated somewhat by Bea's explanations of her grief-filled history and unwillingness to
sacrifice a hard-earned career and pension.

In the unfolding of Bea's story (Part One, Scene Twelve), Daniels points again to the
generational factors for lesbians that circumscribe their choices in life. Bea, instead of
allowing a knowledge of these factors to unite her with her colleague, refuses to relinquish
the safety of her "act" of "bluffingly calm, occasionally desperate authority" (p. 299) in
which she has hidden for twenty-seven years. She demands, therefore, Claire's resignation;
Claire refuses to comply and suggests rather that she be sacked -- a course of action that
Bea in turn refuses. The standstill that results creates new dilemmas for both women,
placing their respective futures in question. Despite these dilemmas, however, one senses
that the act of 'coming out' has been tremendously liberating for each woman. Claire,
although still at risk of losing her job and her daughter, no longer has to bear the burden of

a "traitor's guilt", nor, as she later tells Jean, lie her way "out of existence" through endless
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compromise. (p. 314) Bea, although still unwilling to retreat from her place of safety, takes
the opportunity nonetheless to break her silence and speak openly of a painful and secret
past. Through this scene of confrontation, thus, an individual liberation for each women
ironically is achieved.

Daniels' treatment of liberation, however, does not end with the individual. Her greater
interest, rather, lies with collective liberation and solidarity between women. Similar to
Gateway, the final scenes of Neapfide are characterised by a gradual coming together of all
the play's women. By merging the strands of both primary and secondary plots, Daniels sets
this unification in motion. The discovery by Diane and Terri of Claire's custody trial, for
example, prompts them to pay a visit to the home of their headmistress in the hopes of
striking "a bargain" on Claire's behalf. During a temporary absence of Bea from the room,
the pupils make a further discovery: "Miss Grimble's one." (p. 322) Bolstered in spirit by
this knowledge, they ask Bea to testify for Claire in court if they promise "...to be flexible
and apologise." (p. 323) As we learn in the following scene (Part Two, Scene Five), this
meeting between the three women not only knocks down the generational barriers which
have divided them, but paves the way for a more enlightened future for lesbians within the
education system. As Bea informs Claire:

I'm still negotiating with them. Oh, absolutely

no question of expulsion. We are simply haggling
over the new section of the history syllabus. But
I'm very much hoping for a settlement on the word
'spinsters’. (p. 324)

In addition to supporting her pupils, Bea offers Claire full professional and, more
importantly, moral support in court -- support which she would have offered earlier had she
known of the trial. She says in sympathy to Claire, "Whatever else, I do understand about
loss especially when it can go unrecognised or without a glimmer of sympathy from those
around you." (p. 324)

Alongside the growing solidarity between lesbian women, Daniels dramatises a unification

of mothers and daughters. In the third scene of Part Two, we find that Joyce, despite
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continued ideological differences with Claire, has nevertheless made great efforts to "adapt”
to the changes of her daughter's generation. Displaying active support for Claire, she
informs her that she has sought the advice of a solicitor specialising in lesbian custody.
Furthermore, she has secured the means for Claire to follow the solicitor's advice: money
and tickets to "skip the country". Joyce's movement towards acceptance, reconciliation and
support of her daughter not only marks a growth in her character, but, more crucially, it
underscores the necessity of mother-daughter solidarity in a world hostile to women, an
ideal exemplified in the Demeter-Persephone story. Claire's initial defiance towards her
mother's support is seen not as a rejection of this solidarity but a refusal to "give in" to a
prejudiced legal system which she idealistically believes she can enlighten.

Where the solidarity of women in Neapfide initiates the enlightenment of the education
system, it produces no such results with the legal system. Despite the fact that Claire has
everything going for her ("...a good home and career and ..I'm a very good mother" p.
324), and despite her efforts in court to show the hypocrisy and irrationality behind
Lawrence's report, she loses custody because a group of people are more concerned with
the gender of not even a present but a prospective partner than with the quality of her
parenting. Rather than suffer the punishment meted out by these inquisitors, Claire takes
her mother's advice and flees to New York with Poppy to join her sister. News of her flight
reaches Joyce as she picks up Val from hospital in the last scene. Daniels intercuts this
scene with a brief light up on Lawrence as he tries to kick down Claire's front door.

This final image of a patriarchal persecutor left in a state of powerlessness and frustration
while all the play's women have either flown to safety or found new strength in one another,
has led one critic to comment on Daniels' use of "escapism" and a "fairy-tale ending" 38
Certainly in one respect, Claire and Poppy's flight to New York presages hope and greater
freedom in this 'new world' than is possible at that time in Britain. Implicit in the words
"escapism" and "fairy-tale ending", however, is the notion of wish-fulfilment and nowhere in
the text of Neaptide can such a notion be supported. Claire, upon hearing her mother's

suggestion to flee, is clearly against it on both moral and practical grounds. Her subsequent
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flight after losing custody may be viewed, therefore, as a drastic measure taken in desperate
circumstances. Moreover, the legal, financial, and social repercussions of such a measure
make it far from an idyllic fairy-tale ending: in keeping her daughter, Claire must sacrifice
her job, her home, her friends and family for the insecurity of a new life in a foreign country.
The fact that she is forced to make such sacrifices may hardly be regarded as the fulfilment
of her wishes. Rather, it is Lawrence and a misogynistic society who have had their wishes
fulfilled: the threatening 'evil witch' has been caught, tried and punished. Claire, indeed, is

the victim of their "horrendous fairy-tale", not the author of her own.

In reviewing Neaptide, Gateway and Ripen, certain issues and objectives spring
immediately to mind: the indictment of patriarchy, the liberation and empowerment of
women through consciousness-raising and alternative female networks, the valorisation of
mother-daughter relationships and female friendship, the linking of the 'personal' with the
'political’, the politicisation of sexuality, and the witch hunting and labelling as 'mad' of
nonconformist or independent women in society. In bringing these issues to the stage,
Daniels may be said not only to be reflecting many trends of feminist thought of the 1970s
and early '80s, but also helping to lay the foundations of what will surely one day be
regarded as the 'tradition’ of late twentieth-century feminist theatre. As a playwright at the
vanguard of this tradition in-the-making, Daniels, in her early work and especially in
Neaptide, paves the way for ever more radical issues and technical innovation in women's
theatre.3® In the following discussion of Masterpieces, we shall see how the playwright
continues to extend her perimeters of theatrical experimentation, as well as providing her
most controversial subject to date. Masterpieces emerges as not only Daniels' most serious

play, but arguably one of the most important plays of the 1980s.

1Plays: One (London: Methuen Drama, 1991), p. 12. All references to Ripen and to Gateway and Neaptide
are taken from this edition and will be listed parenthetically in the text.
2Interview with the playwright at her home, 1 June 1995,
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31bid.
4Ripen was first published as a Methuen New Theatrescript in 1986. Gateway and Neaptide were also
published in the same series of the same year.
5Michael Coveney, Financial Times, 8 September 1981.
6'Hidden from History', in Dreams and Dilemmas (London: Virago, 1983), p. 188.
7Women, Power and Consciousness: Discussions in the Women's Liberation Movement in Britain 1969 -
1981, in Dreams, p. 137. In particular, radical feminists at this time set as one of their primary goals the
dismantling of male systems of domination over women and the creation of alternative and separate female
social networks and culture based on women's creativity and power as life-givers/healers. See, for example,
Mary Daly's Gyn Ecology: The Metaethics of Radical Feminism (1978); or for an analytical account of
radical feminist politics see Alison Jaggar's Feminist Politics and Human Nature (Sussex: Harvester, 1983),
pp. 249 - 302.
8In this play Daniels parallels the role of the Church in repressing rebellious women with the role of the
psychiatric institution. Catherine Belsey and Jane Moore point out that:

It was a common theme of feminists in the early seventies

that the patriarchy they denounced was reinforced by

psychoanalysis. Freud, they maintained, was an arch

misogynist, and the role of the psychiatric institution was

to reinstate within the patriarchal order women whose

symptoms showed evidence of rebellion against it.
Introduction to The Feminist Reader: Essays in Gender and the Politics of Literary Criticism (London:
Macmillan, 1989), p. 5. See also Phyllis Chesler's Women and Madness (1972) for an account (as well as
case studies) of the ways in which the psychiatric institution has labelled as 'mad' women who have been
either extremely unhappy, angry, economically powerless or sexually impotent. (pp. 24 - 5) Chesler also
relates how female solidarity and the early 'consciousness-raising' groups within the Women's Movement
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doing, she has opened the floodgates to vitriolic attack by (mostly male) critics in a manner never
experienced by Churchill (or by few other female dramatists). As a feminist playwright who has borne the
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lion's share of such attack, Daniels may be said to have paved the way for perhaps a more accepted
reception of similar feminist content by future playwrights.
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CHAPTER THREE
Masterpieces

With the growth of Daniels' reputation in the early 1980s came a second major
commission for the writer. Unlike the production delay Neaptide faced with the
Liverpool Playhouse's commission in 1982, the Manchester Royal Exchange's
commission was offered to Daniels in conjunction with the 1983 New Writing Festival
and thus a specific date was set for the play's production in May of that year. In
addition to the limited amount of time in which Daniels had to write Masterpieces, the
Royal Exchange's brief specified that she must also confine her work to six actors.
Despite these restrictions, Daniels nevertheless wrote not only one of the most
successful and controversial plays of the decade, but one whose relevance and theatrical
innovation have continued to incite actors and audiences well into the nineties.

Masterpieces 1is a departure for Daniels in many respects. Apart from Head-Rot
Holiday, it is the only one of her plays which may unequivocally be labelled “issue-
based’. Daniels herself stresses that it is "unashamedly" an issue-based play and states,
moreover,

I felt so strongly about the ideas in the
play that, in an attempt to guard against
being misunderstood, I censored myself
from writing the detail and contradictions
which give a character depth. 1

Daniels reveals that whereas her usual approach to writing a play begins with "thinking
about it from character”, with Masterpieces she begins with an idea and sets about
"putting a story around that concept”.2 The concept in question, pornography as
violence towards women, is thus the initiating idea for the play and the one from which
all other dramatic considerations stem.

Daniels' elevation of a specific issue over characterization or plot, however, does in
no way make for a dry play of ideas. Masterpieces, rather, is imbued with passion and

anger -- emotions which are aroused early on in the play. Daniels' initial desire to write
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about pornography was fuelled moreover by anger: anger about its ubiquitous presence
in society, and anger about feminism's failure to convey its arguments against
pornography to a wide enough audience.3 Daniels herself was actively involved in the
Women's Movement during the seventies and early eighties -- a fact we have just seen
reflected in her early plays. Describing the time as much more "radical and exciting"
than today,4 she reveals that Masterpieces, too, has its roots in this era:

And it [Masterpieces ] came out of the ideas

that were around then. There were groups (in
Canada and America too) called WAVAW [Women
Against Violence Against Women] and there was

a film called Not A Love Story which came out at

the same time. There were marches in London through
Soho; there were marches through the streets...where
women had been raped and murdered. ...and it came
out of a time...when it was very exciting -- you know
things were happening, and being part of something,
that was very important.

The tendency for many of the ideas from this time to be disseminated mainly
academically, however, was to Daniels' mind a serious shortcoming of the Women's
Movement. According to her, important issues surrounding parnagraphy and vialence
towards women were only being discussed within a very small sphere. As she points
out, "Let's face it, a minority of people buy academic textbooks."6 Through the theatre
Daniels hoped to make these issues "accessible in a totally different arena".’
Masterpieces is Daniels' most structurally experimental play to date. As mentioned,
the playwright begins with an issue which all scenes and episodes are then designed to
clarify from various angles. Viewed in retrospect, the play emerges as an argument: not
only Daniels' own personal argument against pornography, but a broader social
argument which seeks to illustrate and analyse the devastating effects of an industry
which, according to the playwright, fuels a continuum of male violence against
women.® Daniels, of course, is by no means the only feminist writer who has put forth

this argument. Rosalind Coward, for example, sees pornography as "...part of a
spectrum of male behaviour which exhibits its most blatant form in literal physical

violence against women", and the famous phrase she cites in the same essay,
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"Pornography is the theory; rape is the practice", has become a powerful slogan in the
feminist fight against pornography.® Masterpieces, a reflection of this fight, also
furthers it by arguing its messages uniquely in theatrical form to (hopefully) a wider
cross-section of the public. The notion of an argument, then, dictates much of its form.
Not only are arguments between characters heard throughout, but the underlying
framework of the play is that of a trial. Like Neaptide, the main storyline in
Masterpieces centres around a trial in court and the events that lead up to it. Similar to
Neaptide as well, the play's overall trial framework is more figurative than literal: what
is really on trial in Masterpieces is pornography itself. Each scene may be viewed thus
as a witness for the prosecution placed before the audience as judge. Daniels does not
attempt, however, to persuade her audience solely through verbal argument of the
continuum of violence. Rather, by dramatising the continuum in motion episodically,
she attempts to prove empirically through differing illustrations its destructive nature.
Within this framework, Rowena's actual trial and conviction in court only further
evidence of the devastation pornography can bring in people's lives. Equally important,
her trial exposes two social institutions, the law and psychiatry, as complicit 1n the
perpetuation of misogyny and violence towards women in society. As we saw in Ripen
and Neaptide, here too Daniels stresses the interrelation between men's physical/sexual
power over women and institutional power (i.e. of the courts, religion, psychiatry, etc.)
-- power which, as Andrea Dworkin has argued, enshrines and protects male dominance
in society.19 Throughout Masterpieces, Daniels' critique of pornography is very much
in line with that of Dworkin, perhaps one of this century's most outspoken anti-
pornography campaigners. Dworkin, for example, has written extensively about the
relationship between pornography and male power, as well as about the feminist fight
against violence against women being also "necessarily a fight against male law".1!
Unlike Daniels' earlier plays, however, there is neither bathos nor exuberance in her
indictment of such institutions in Masterpieces. Sadly, the examples dramatised shock

only too readily to need exaggeration.
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By altering her starting point from character to argument in the construction of
Masterpieces , Daniels' task is at once more confining and more liberating. With Ripen,
for example, the playwright admits to an open-ended approach from the start: "I didn't
decide on a subject, I just started writing."12 With Masterpieces , on the other hand,
Daniels confines herself to an issue that to her mind is fully developed from the
beginning. Such difference in approach affords the playwright a new kind of freedom:
the opportunity for technical experimentation. In seeking to convey the various aspects
and effects of a continuum of violence in motion, Daniels employs a wide range of
theatrical devices: character doubling, voice-overs, sound effects, music, direct address,
position freezes, fragmented time scheme, multiple settings, variations in pacing, and
unexpected shifts in atmosphere and action.  Tracy C. Davis comments on the
experimental and Brechtian nature of these devices that are designed, in her words, to
" ..promote objectivity, detachment, and [a] sort of stir and debate in spectators...".13
Elaine Aston, furthermore, sees Daniels' use of critical distancing techniques as a means
to "...empower the spectator to refuse the objectification of women and to 'see' them
differently."14  Certainly the promotion of objectivity is crucial to a play whose
theoretical premise is predicated on a trial in court. From its opening, Daniels
encourages an objective hearing of her subject by establishing a kind of forum in which
various views on pornography are aired. The audience's first experience of the play,
thus, is to be cast immediately in the role of judge before whom three witness-like
figures appear:13 a rich producer of pornography, a sex shop proprietor, and a
consumer of pornography. These 'pornographers’, whose task it is to defend from both
capitalistic and personal points of view the commodification of the human body, are
given the distinct advantage of being the play's first speakers. With no previous stage
action to bias the audience's opinion, Daniels creates the opportunity for an impartial
hearing to be given to these men. The men themselves, although obviously middle-class
capitalists, nevertheless put forth their arguments in seemingly class-neutral, ‘reasonable’
language. For example, the Baron states:

...I have always kept on the right side of the
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law and when I was first called a purveyor

or (sic) filth, it upset my mother a lot, but ours is
a perfectly normal profession run by ordinary
nice people, not gangsters or kinky dwarfs in
soiled raincoats. That is a ludicrous myth
perpetuated by the media. ...(p. 163)16

The Peddler continues:

...Of course we'll always have criticism from

the frustrated politicians and their pathetic
fanaticism for censorship. Hopefully, though,
the majority of the population is liberated enough
to wake up to the fact that we sell marital aids
which enrich people's -- men and women's --
romantic lives, that we provide the practical side
to sex therapy. (p.164)

And finally Clive, the consumer, speaks in fine rhetorical form:

...Everyone has fantasies, don't they? And from
time to time they need revising or stimulating,
otherwise like everything else it gets boring. It's
simply a question of whatever turns you on. Let's
face it, alcoho! and cigarettes can kill people,
looking at pictures never hurt anyone. (p.164)

By presenting these figures in the fashion of 'giving evidence' at the opening of the play,
Daniels creates in her spectators the expectation that we will also be called upon to
judge another side to their 'cases'. The following seventeen scenes proceed dramatically
to refute these cases; in short, they seek to prove through a detailed social analysis that
"looking at pictures" can and does lead to violence.

Daniels' analysis of a continuum of male violence towards women does not proceed
in a linear fashion. Indeed the very notion of a continuum gives the impression of
circularity: one idea or action fuels another which in turn fuels another and so on.
Interrelation between events and ideas is the key concept in Masterpieces, and one that
provides justification for the play's most significant theatrical device: the fragmentation
of time and action. Davis comments on the cyclical nature of Masterpieces:

Masterpieces does not reassure and resolve --

it provokes and revolves. The scenes go around
and around motifs of dinners...guilt, pornography,
and the courts...psychiatric assessment of sanity;
the working class and the middle class; men's
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solidarity in defending pornography and measuring
women's sexual inadequacy;, and women's 'crimes
of disobedience'... .17

While Daniels' cyclical style is also reflective of the non-linear approach adopted by
many women writers in various literary forms,18 it holds particular relevance to the
subject of Masterpieces.. By juxtaposing scenes in time and action, the playwright
encourages her viewers to piece together themselves the connections in a continuum of
violence. At the one end of it, for example, may be misogynist jokes, where at the other
end, sexual harassment at work, or, ultimately, snuff films. Such connections, however,
are not always apparent to the spectator's eye. Because scenes are presented both
forwards and backwards in time, we are constantly required to question the relevance of
not only one scene to the next, but of one scene to all previous scenes as well as all
scenes that follow. In this way, Daniels asks the audience as judge’ to make their own
conclusions from the evidence enacted dramatically before them. Such conclusions,
moreover, are encouraged by the playwright to be reached objectively. Owing to
sudden shifts in time, mood, action and pacing, Daniels never allows our sympathies to
be engaged with a character or situation for too long a period. A sense of detachment
in the spectator thus results -- detachment which enables her or him to develop a more
critical than emotional view of characters and issues. An examination of the first few
scenes of the play will demonstrate the way in which Daniels promotes this detachment
and, in so doing, creates a demanding theatrical experience.

In Scenes One and Two, Daniels presents a number of dramatic shifts in time,
location, atmosphere and events. While the play's overall time span is indicated in the
stage directions ("The events take place over twelve months in 1982 and 1983, and shift
back and forth throughout the year." p.162), the specific time span between each scene
is rarely mentioned. Between Scenes One and Two, however, we are led to presume a
significant portion of the year has elapsed. We leave Rowena in Scene One, for
example, speculating contentedly on the following year: "You're so pessimistic, Trevor,
this time next year I reckon I'll have got promotion and you'll have your Bang &

Olufsen." (p.176) Then, after a brief transitional monologue from Yvonne, Rowena is
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placed in a court room where we learn by the end of the second sentence of Scene Two
that she has been charged with the murder of a man. Within the space of two scenes,
thus, we have moved from 1982 well into 1983, from the inside of a restaurant to the
inside of a crown court, and from an occasion of social bantering to one of legal
interrogation and criminal prosecution. The questions left for the audience are
numerous: how, for example, did this optimistic, middle-class, 'liberal' social worker
come to a moment of such fury against a man that it resulted in murder? By the
opening of Scene Three, we discover that any answers will not be offered in a
straightforward manner. As Aston points out, "The conventions of the court room
drama which create tension around the outcome are undermined. It is not what
happened but why it happened which is the concern."!® Instead of allowing us to follow
Rowena into the next scene, thus, Daniels shifts the time and action again to a seemingly
disconnected episode involving Yvonne and a mother of a pupil -- an episode occurring,
we may deduce, before Scene One. Through the unfolding of Yvonne's actions in
helping to convict her pupil for rape, however, certain questions arising from the
restaurant scene become clarified. Yvonne's silent but seething anger at the series of
rape jokes in that scene, for example, is more fully understood. Moreover, her
statement concerning pornography as "violence against women" (p.173) is not only
proved in Scene Three, but expanded upon in a more socially analytic context. Through
the story of Irene Wade's son, for example, Daniels stresses the point that men are not
born misogynists; rather, they are socialised or taught to hate women from a very early
age. In the case of Irene's son, viewing women in a totally sexually objectified manner
is something that has been passed on to him by his father and encouraged by his male
peers. The fact that he felt he had the right to rape a fellow female student is proof that
he had internalised pornography's messages only too well.

With such 'evidence' set before us in Scene Three, many of the comments made by
various characters in Scene One begin to resound eerily in our ears. Clive's assertion,
for example, that "looking at pictures never hurt anyone" and Ron's statement that

pornography is "totally innocuous" (p.172) , resurface for a more socially informed
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judgement. This process of critical backtracking initiated in Scene Three should provide
a clue to the spectator that such backtracking will be vital for the discovery of answers
or connections throughout the play. By Scene Four, just as we have come to
understand Yvonne more fully, Daniels disengages our sympathies with her and leaves
us to examine with renewed objectivity a social work visit between Rowena and a new
client on the day following the restaurant outing. Just as Scene Three shed light on
issues and characters in Scene One, we may now look to this next scene for similar
illumination into what has preceded it and what will follow.

The devices with which Daniels thwarts the theatregoer's expectations in these first
four scenes are employed throughout the play. Their power to elicit direct audience
participation and to arouse a constant "stir and debate" makes Masterpieces a
particularly challenging and powerful experience. Reviews of the play unanimously
attest to its power. Michael Billington, for example, comments on its "pugnacious
vitality"20 and Carole Woddis describes it as "...an evening that cumulatively has the
power of a seismic eruption".2l  Michael Coveney writes, "Rowena's feminist
awakening makes for a very powerful evening of theatre" 22 while Irene McManus
issues the following warning to prospective spectators: "Think twice before you take a
husband or lover to see this play...it could crack a relationship wide open."23

Such heightened reaction to Masterpieces may be accounted for not only by the
demands the play continually places on the audience, but equally by its ability to arrest
our attention and shock our sensibilities. AMasferpieces is unique in its capacity to
portray and produce shock about an issue now so widely accepted in society that it
passes largely unchallenged. One of Daniels' aims, therefore, is to force in her audience
a recognition that pornography (and the misogyny from which it stems) is an issue
which to our detriment only can we afford to ignore. Through various stylistic
techniques and dramatic 'shock tactics', she attempts to awaken viewers by exploding
pornography's myths and demonstrating the danger of passive acceptance of its
influence in our lives. In no uncertain terms we are shown that pornography is not an

"innocuous" occupation limited to the pages of 'dirty' magazines, but a huge profit-
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making industry which has become the basis for much of today's mass culture. As such,
it affects everybody, most especially women. Sue-Ellen Case writes about the feminist
critique of pornography that Daniels reflects in Masterpieces:

...pornography [is revealed] to be an active
form of coercion -- not merely a mirror of
the social situation, but active in creating

it. How woman is represented co-creates

her material conditions in the world. Since
much of her oppression derives from the sex
power dyad, pornography, which promulgates
and proliferates that practice, is an agent in
abusing her.24

Throughout the play Daniels illustrates pornography's numerous abuses of women from
jokes told in social gatherings, to advertising ("...adverts for everything from oranges to
Opels, all sold with women's breasts" p.207), to sexual harassment at work and on the
street, to videos and snuff films easily attainable at local shops. Furthermore, through
each of her female characters, Daniels demonstrates the ways in which pornography
and fears of male violence can affect every area of a woman's life from considerations of
what to wear, where to walk, how to walk, economic survival, behaviour in social
situations, and personal relationships. As well, Daniels' critique is extended to a class
analysis by her inclusion of Hilary, a working-class, single mother, whose oppression is
examined from both class and gender perspectives. Before examining the function of
these characters and their relationships, however, I shall first establish the methods by
which Daniels jolts her viewers into recognising (or seeing afresh) pornography's
systems of coercion and abuse.

In Masterpieces language plays a powerful role. As we have seen in Ripen and
Gateway, Daniels demonstrates considerable skill with words, often to great comedic
effect. In Masterpieces, the power of language lies not in its potential for comedy
(although much verbal humour is present), but in its capacity to shock and arouse
outrage in characters and viewers alike. While the play abounds in obvious examples of
powerful language (such as bitter or explosive arguments between characters), it is the

episodes wherein language is put to more subtle or descriptive use which demonstrate,
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often with greater effect, its power to shock. In Scene One, for example, Daniels takes
a customary, seemingly harmless form of social intercourse, the telling of jokes, and
exposes its insidiousness. Around a table in a restaurant she places six upwardly mobile
adults (three couples) who, afier eating and dancing, begin a casual after-dinner
conversation covering topics from holidays to stereo systems. Despite the brooding
presence of Yvonne, an atmosphere of calm and relaxation predominates. Into the
midst of their conversation, a series of misogynist jokes is introduced by Ron. What is
shocking about this episode is not only the subject matter of the jokes, but the sense of
casual complacence with which the men tell them. That three educated adults can sit in
the company of their partners and, as part of a normal evening's 'fun’, tell jokes not just
about rape but women's compliance in rape, is a telling comment on the degree to
which hatred and violence towards women are accepted and even ridiculed in society.

Equally disturbing are the characters' responses to the jokes. Daniels carefully charts
their reactions in her stage directions. After Ron's first joke, for example, we find:

The men laugh, TREVOR not as heartily as the
other two. ROWENA rather hesitantly joins in.
YVONNE doesn't even smile, while JENNIFER
laughs uproariously and rather disconcertingly

s0. (p.166)

This pattern of response is repeated to more or less the same degree for all four jokes of
the men. While it might be expected for men who tell such jokes to laugh at them as
well, the "uproarious" laughter of Jennifer and "hesitant" laughter of Rowena are
disconcerting to watch. Their laughter, moreover, is obviously unnatural: Rowena's is
half-hearted while Jennifer's is so overdone that it seems forced or false. Through the
whole scenario (and with retrospect from later scenes) it becomes apparent that the men
feel free to react naturally to the jokes, whereas the women must face psychological
ramifications no matter which way they respond. Yvonne, for example, the only one
who doesn't laugh, is later upbraided by Ron for her lack of humour and audacity to
voice her anti-pornography views. Yet when she exhibits a sense of humour at the
restaurant by telling a joke at the expense of men, she is totally ignored by all. She,

however, does not upbraid Ron for failing to laugh at her joke. Jennifer's attempt at
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joke-telling, while not ignored, is severely impeded and ridiculed by Clive. Daniels'
point is driven home here: women, although not meant to produce humour, are
socialised nevertheless to laugh at and trivialise themselves. Jennifer and Rowena's
laughter is thus not only a measure of their socialisation, but a reflection of the early
lesson instilled in them always to approve men, especially in public.

Daniels' treatment of a highly contentious subject through the medium of jokes in this
scene demonstrates the psychological and social complexities that language can hold. In
one of her interviews in 7ime Out, the playwright expresses her views on the power of
language:

It is important to change the way we see
things and one of the ways of doing that is
through language. But I do feel that the
intention behind the wording is much more
important than the words themselves. 22

Another way in which Daniels attempts to change the way we see things through
language is found in Scene Eight. In this scene three female porn models -- women
whose personalities are normally erased and views never heard in society -- are given
the chance to speak. Although these women are not physically present on stage, their
voices are given added prominence by virtue of being voiced over on tape as Rowena
silently looks through porn magazines. In a stage direction immediately preceding the
three monologues, Daniels stresses that, "ROWENA looks at the magazines in such a
way that the audience is not exposed to their contents." (p.203) Through this stage
direction, Daniels emphasises the need for us to hear these women as human subjects
rather than viewing them as sexual objects. This transformation from object to subject
is furthered by the fact that the three women deliver their monologues consecutively in a
manner reminiscent of the ‘prologue' monologues of the three male pornographers. In
this way, Daniels counterbalances their 'evidence' by giving equal time to the women
working on the other side of the sex industry. Once again, the audience is called upon
to judge three witnesses -- witnesses who give a very different version of the industry:

1. I suppose it would be stupid to say I did it
because I wanted to be good at something
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and yes, okay, it gave me money and status
-- status, ha bloody ha. I wasn't dragged off
to do it by the hair or anything but it was a
different story when I wanted out. You don't
get promoted in this lark. Your value is your
body, when it starts to go, you get into the
rough stuff and can be threatened within
inches of your life -- to do the nasties with ani-
mals and that. Itell you, the animals get
treated like they was the royal corgies, you
get treated like dirt.

2. When I was a little girl, I was always being
shown off to relatives, made to sit on uncle's
knee. Ilearnt to flirt, was told that I was
pretty and I liked the attention, I loved it. I
still like my body being appreciated. Whenl
was seven I was sexually interfered with by
a male relative. I never told anyone. I'd learnt
by then that I was dirty and it was my fault.

I went into the business for money. I had no
morals at that time, I was twenty and had a
two-year-old daughter to support -- sure the
blokes assumed they could sleep with you
whenever they wanted. I went to a meeting
once where these women were talking about
the links between violence and pornography.
Huh, I told them it was a load of puritan bull-
shit. Makes me laugh now. It never occurred
to me to take into consideration the abuse

I'd suffered personally. All I ask is that my
mother or daughter never find out.

3. You're supposed to do these pathetic antics,
which would cause you permanent damage

in real life, with ecstasy radiating off of

your mug. Once in this game it's harder than
you would imagine to get out. And if I go for
a proper job, what would I say at the inter-
view? 'Well, the last thing I did was a split
beaver shot of me strapped naked to the front
of an XJ6'. 1 also 'starred' in a film specially
made by a television company for the Falklands
lads who watched the stuff to get their blood-
lust up. What could I give them, poor as I am?
If I were a wife or a mother I could give my
man. But I have the commodity of my body,
and so they took that. (pp.203-4)
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These accounts of exploitation, degradation and often subhuman treatment suffered
by women in the sex industry are shocking revelations both to Rowena and to the
audience. The force of the monologues lies in their ability to convey at a deeply
personal level the shattering of illusion and ugliness of reality that each woman has
experienced. Again Daniels defuses many myths of pornography: the image of the
woman in "ecstasy" on the page and the reality of her pain behind the camera, the
promise of "status" as a model and the reality of permanent devaluation in society for
such work.

Daniels' unwillingness to spare her viewers from the hard facts of pornography and
the violence it promotes is carried through to the end of the play. The first model's
description of being "threatened within inches of your life" becomes one of the many
links in the chain or continuum of violence which culminates in the description of the
snuff film in the final scene. Rowena's account of the film that devastated her life must
be one of the most hard-hitting, powerful speeches to be uttered on stage. Part of its
power derives from the fact that the film is a real and not an imagined example (--a fact
verified in the programme notes and in the printed versions of the play):26

Well, the first part was badly made and like

a lot of films it contained a good deal of
violence and shooting. I think it was loosely
based on the Charles Manson story. Then it
changes, it becomes real. It's a film studio
during a break in the filming. The director is
near a bed talking to a young woman. He gets
turned on and wants to have sex with her. They
lie on the bed and he kisses her. She then rea-
lises that they are being filmed. She doesn't
like it and protests. There is a knife lying on
the bed near her shoulder. He pins her down as
she attempts to get up. He picks up the knife
and moves it round her neck and throat. There
is utter terror on her face as she realises that

he is not acting. She tries to get up but cannot.
The film shows shots of his face which registers
power and pleasure. He starts to cut into her
shoulder, and the pain in her face.. It's real...
Blood seeps through her blouse. Her arm is
held down and he cuts off her fingers. It is
terrible. I have watched a woman being cut
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up and she is alive. He then picks up an electric
saw. And I think no...no he can't use it. But he
does. Her hand is sawn off.. left twitching by
her side. Then he plunges the saw into her
stomach, and the pain and terror on her face.
More shots of his face of power and pleasure.
He puts his hands inside her and pulls out some
of her insides. Finally, he reaches in again and
pulls out her guts and holds them above his
head. He is triumphant. (pp.229-30)

One reviewer describes her response to this description: "A stimulating evening but be
warned: the final snuff movie speech o'er reached itself in dramatic effect, and had me
heaving all the way home."27Qur awareness that Rowena's description of the film is
part of a drama being enacted in the theatre in no way diminishes the mental or physical
revulsion that the speech produces. If viewers, like the judge, do not already know that
such films do indeed exist, the policewoman verifies this fact:

...It happens. I've seen photos, hundreds of
photos of little girls, young women, middle-
aged women, old women...with torn genitals,
ripped vaginas, mutilated beyond recognition.
I try not to think about it. (p.230)

By placing the description of the film at the conclusion of the play, Daniels ensures that
audiences cannot help but think about it. The account of the film forms the final and
therefore freshest images that they take home with them.

Many of the theatrical techniques Daniels uses to convey her argument throughout
Masterpieces may be described as ‘filmic' in nature. The visual power of such
techniques, however, can overshadow at times the narrative fabric that weaves the play
together. While Daniels has admitted that neither plot nor character was uppermost in
her mind in the construction of Masterpieces, she nevertheless provides a central
storyline which is linked in some measure with every character and idea in the play.
Rowena's journey’, like that of Betty's and Mary's in Gafeway and Ripen, is a gradual
process of feminist awakening: a series of epiphanies that leads not only to deeper
understanding about herself and the society in which she lives, but, in her particular
case, to a moment of tragic consequence. Her discoveries, similar to those of Betty's

and Mary's as well, are encouraged both by her links with a female friend (and a client)
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and the strengthening of her relationship with her mother. Unlike the journeys of
protagonists in previous plays, however, Rowena's operates on a much broader level.
Her journey may be viewed as a means for Daniels to further the 'evidence' against
pornography within the play's trial framework. Thus, while Rowena's story is not the
main focus of the play, it helps to strengthen the focus of a broader social argument.

As Rowena's journey progresses, she comes to discover the links between
pornography and violence towards women through interaction with characters from a
wide social spectrum: working-class, middle-class, the legal and psychiatric professions,
the young and the old. It would be short-sighted, however, to view all such characters
in the play as relevant only so far as their stories are brought to bear on Rowena's
situation. While other characters and their relationships do not form subplots in
themselves, they nevertheless form vital self-contained episodes illustrating a single
point or piece of evidence in Daniels' argument. (The encounter between Yvonne and
Irene Wade and Jennifer's marital disputes with Clive are two examples.) Daniels'
inclusion of such a wide spectrum of characters illustrates, moreover, her concern to
show the way in which pornography can infiltrate and affect people on every social
level. Hilary's scene-length monologue, for example, which, as Aston observes, cuts
across the middle-class marriage scenes of the other women, is a vital illustration of
this.28¢ My discussion of the play's secondary characters, however, will be limited
primarily to their function in the context of Rowena's narrative.

As mentioned earlier, the transition from Rowena's presentation in Scene One as an
affable, optimistic social worker to a defendant for murder in a criminal court in Scene
Two leaves many unanswered questions for the spectator. Daniels' juxtaposition of
these scenes and her temporal fragmentation of later scenes are effective means of
reflecting the wayward and often unpredictable nature of any journey. Rowena does not
consciously embark on a quest for enlightenment and feminist awakening. To her mind,
she is already a liberal-thinking individual aware of many of society's social and
economic inequalities. In Scene One, for example, when Ron requests that Rowena

send him a "nice girl" for the job he is offering, she points out: "Even 'nice' people can't
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get work these days, Ron." (p.174) And when Yvonne expresses strong anti-
pornography views, Rowena counters: "You can't be so one-sided, Yvonne." (p.173)
Rowena's attitude towards pornography might be considered by many to reflect that of
any reasonable, well-adjusted woman: "I've never thought about it much. I suppose if
women want to do it and men want to look at it, where's the harm?" (p.172) Daniels'
point here is crucial: that such is the extent to which women are conditioned to accept
pornography and, for fear of being seen as prudish, even condone it, that its dangers
remain masked and its messages allowed to persist. Rowena's depiction as an average,
well-educated woman who, despite daily dealings with social injustice, sees no need to
challenge perhaps one of the greatest forces perpetuating that injustice, only reinforces
the insidious nature of pornography's myths.

Throughout Rowena's journey these myths are gradually defused by a series of
awakenings sparked by the protagonist's friend, Yvonne, her client, Hilary, and her
mother, Jennifer. Both the discoveries Rowena makes and their repercussions on those
around her are vital in establishing the connections between Scenes One and Two.
Although thes