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Introduction 

Responding to the dearth of opportunities for working class women in British theatre, we 
created a platform for female artists, especially writers, for their authentic voices to be heard 
and their true experiences shared. “I don’t need middle aged men to spin my story.”—
workshop participant 2016. 

Isilda Almeida, mentored writer, new to theatre, responding to Patients of the Annexe wards 
in VIRILICUS by Kay Adshead: 

Single, law abider, tantalizer, straightliner, with a desire for fire. A brick-heavy wish 
for defiance. Trapezist of loves, hoarder of fears. Yesterday, I was clumsy, stiff, light 
and jolly. Summer dayyyzzz I thought. Buena Vista Social Club, Pop and Isabel 
Allende all in one plastic supermarket bag. Grateful and gratifying. So clutzsy I'd trip 
into sleep. The quiet of the night didn't exist. 

 

 

 

Bacillus was reimagined into VIRILICUS by Kay Adshead, a state-of-the-nation play about 
the next Peoples’ Revolution.  

For one week in April 2018, we were resident at the Shop Front Theatre, Coventry, 
performing VOICES, an original work by new artists, and VIRILICUS.  

VIRILICUS, directed by Orit Azaz, was shared in an explosive bare bones production with a 
cast of 11 and a community chorus. 
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“Mama Quilla shows that theatre still has the capacity to 
address public issues.”—The Guardian 
“We never go to the theatre, if I have a tenner left over at the end of the week I buy a bottle 
of wine for us and a MacDonald’s for the kids, none of us do, not even panto, it’s too 
expensive, and it’s not relevant to my life.”—workshop participant 2017 

 

 

Outreach Workshops  

“Mama Quilla excels at taking personal experiences and 
transposing them to a beautiful, if at times uncomfortable, form 
of art. They quite literally provide a platform for those who are 
seldom heard.”—Public Reviews  
Supported by Arts Council England, Theatre Absolute, Broadway Barking, Alexandra 
Palace, Birmingham Rep and Belgrade Coventry, we initiated a series of workshops, to 
create original work by new or emerging female writers, exploring what it means to be 
working class in 2018. 

And, to avoid hearing the same old stories, we attempted to link marginalised women, 
homeless women, refugees, survivors of detention or the family courts, women raising 
children in poverty, survivors of domestic abuse, political persecution, and rape survivors, 
with our new writers. 

 

Kay Adshead at 
Crossroads Women’s 
Centre 

“It was proactive and 
challenging. I will go 
away with many ideas 
… I would have just 
loved to have done 
more of it.”—Jane 
Akunudike on 
workshops  
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“Mama Quilla has built its reputation tackling issues deemed 
thorny. In so doing, it has become an invaluable resource 
providing a voice for those who are rarely heard.”—Cari 
Mitchell, Crossroads Women's Centre 

 

  
Kay Adshead soliciting for attendees from Crossroads Women’s Centre for the theatre 
writing workshops 

 

 

Rosemary Mapanga on workshops at the Alexandra Palace 

“A magnificent fantastical roar against a world in which half the 
population is excluded, ignored, derided, mistreated.”—Daniel 
Neilson, One World, on Mama Quilla’s The Singing Stones 
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“We were all attentive and the team 
worked. Facilitor was good to do 
empowerment summary of the project.”—
Elizabeth Mwango on workshops at the 
Alexander Palace 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chioma Vivian on the Workshops  

 

 

Theatre Workshops 

Timetable 

Each full day will be split in three parts as below: 

Part 1. Ourselves. Our experience of what BEING WORKING CLASS IN 2018 means (this 
may involve outreach interviews for workshop participants attending all three days)  

Part 2. Our Work. Participants are invited to bring their own project/ ideas/ 
abstracts/fragments of dialogue/ into the groups to be discussed and workshopped and 
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moved forward. We wish to create an ongoing creative relationship with new female working 
class writers, and their projects. In 2019, we are looking to commission three new working-
class writers to write short plays to be produced, along with veteran writers.  

Part 3. Our Voices (a) Participants responding to state of nation play VIRILICUS by Kay 
Adshead, will be invited to give voice to characters that do not speak. Or write material 
inspired by one of the following: 1) Voices from The March, 2) Voices from The Houses, 3) 
Voices from The Tower, 4) Voices of the Hooded and Faceless, 5) Voices of The Fallen 
Angels. 

or  

Our Voices (b) Using primary source material, writers are encouraged to interview women 
with challenging histories, and create fragments of performance material from their 
testimony. We have invited women into the London Workshops from marginalised 
communities.  

All the work developed in the workshops may feature (with full permission of the writer) in a 
workshop performance on Friday 6 April at The Shop Front Theatre, (Theatre Absolute) in 
Coventry, performed informally (script in hand) by a professional cast 

 

 

Theatre Workshop at the Rep., Birmingham 
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Kay Adshead and participants at the Birmingham Rep. workshop 

 

“What I found most useful in the workshops was the new way of writing. We devised a lot of 
the pieces and it was incredibly educational to see pieces created in this way. The 
workshops felt really supportive and we all shared our personal views on what is Working 
Class and how we can show that within our writing. I learnt so much from Kay and the rest of 
the group, I look forward to any opportunities to work together again in the future.”—Amy 
Anderson 

“We had about 30 minutes to work on our own within the shared space writing and devising 
our pieces from our initial idea. Kay explained that it was sometimes good to work at this fast 
pace. My piece was based on a Polish lady coming to work in hotels in Torquay, and her 
sadness due to social services taking away her young daughter. I have a ‘connection’ with 
this piece as my husband and I ended up adopting this little girl. Kay said she liked the idea 
of this lady cleaning the hotel rooms and being interested in other people’s belongings and 
wondering about the people who were staying there.”—Ziona Smith  

 

From her own experience 
Tiurlan Sitompul wrote 
“Freelancing”, which 
humorously explored the 
extreme challenges of 
reinventing a working life, in a 
world of diminishing 
opportunities for older women. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Coffee first thing, not too weak, strong, strong coffee, outfit white? Black, black and 
white? Briefcase, blue, wish I had bought the black one, shoes RED, a pop of colour, 
shows independent thinking.  

(looks in mirror) Fit !! 

Remembering the pitch as I watch tall, thin, blonde, young woman, go in before me, 
brush breakfast biscuit crumb from lap, wish I had invented breakfast biscuit 
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Inspired by her Nigerian grandmother, and the challenges of her own home life, new writer 
Sarah Blackstock wrote Cooking Singing Praying. 

 

 

 

‘Ms Nita, please give me strength. Support my back so that I do not crumble when I 
tell TyTy the truth.’ 

‘Yes Love. Nutten do yuh. Jus tell massa say him couldn' nuh play wid no light and 
him soon get e back. But at least ... him warm in a dis ya cold winter time.’ 

I recognise her voice. I hear it as clearly as though she were right next to me, though 
she passed over to the ancestors 16 years ago. 

I am not afraid. 
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Some participants had never written a theatre play before, 
and brought an idea or concept, which we discussed, 
imagining outcomes, debating the dramatic potential. We put 
it on its feet and devised around the ideas and issues, as with 
Josey Welcome’s Where Are You From? 

 

 

Lauren Cato wrote Odious, a lively piece 
about struggling with her identity as a 
new student, comparing her life 
experience, and expectations of the 
present and the future, with her more 
middle-class peers: 

Oh, and another thing, you can piss off 
about the bathroom being too small 
because I think it’s great, why you need 
that vanity mirror is beyond me. Do you 
know I’ve never known what it’s like not 
to hold the shower head while I’m 
washing? This one’s got an attachment 
and everything, now both my hands are 
free the possibilities are endless! 

 

 

Seren Sams explored how working as a 
barmaid compared to her current 
working life as an aerial artist on a high 
wire. She explored the unexpected 
similarities, and the furore this career 
change had brought. 

“I loved the trust and confidence that 
was build for everyone in the group. The 
fact that some people had never written 
or acted before and were brave enough 
to share what they had created in just a 
small amount of time was so lovely. And 
each piece of work had so much 

potential. Kay did a great job of assisting each person to tell their story.”—Lauren Cato, 
Birmingham Workshop  

 

For the second half of our first Birmingham workshop, some of Mama Quilla’s core company, 
Jodie Jameson, Lauren Cato and Josephine Welcome, joined Kay and the fledgling writers, 
as Writers in Residence in POUNDWORLD Coventry, and in the scenic, historic indoor 
market, asking customers, “What does it mean to be Working Class in 2018?” 
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ANSWERS: From the streets of Coventry … 

Elderly mother with teeth and son: “I used to work in Woolworths, and I was very unhappy 
when it closed down. I didn’t know what to do with myself. That why I like coming here, 
because it reminds me of very happy times. I’m lonely, aren’t we? Aren’t we lonely? He’s not 
as lonely as me, and I don’t know why that is. I don’t think men get lonely. They’ve always 
got their sport. Everyone’s gone to Leicester. Everyone. Everyone. He can’t hear you very 
well.” 

 

 

Kay Adshead, Orit Azaz and company, writers in residence PoundWorld 

The jolly greengrocer: ‘’This is a family business, so we are certainly middle class. People 
sometimes thought we were stall workers when we were growing up and I didn’t like that. 
The phrase working class makes me feel grubby and makes me cringe. I think of factory 
floors and dole queues and kids with nits. This might be a scruffy place and you get the 
usual suspects coming to buy a few bits, but my weekend customers are middle class, they 
spend a lot and stock up, they value my fresh produce. I work very hard here, and I can 
assure you I’m not working class. My kids are showjumpers… we have horses!” 

 

Smiley-faced young woman in head scarf: “We live in Leamington, we’re just a little unit 
really, a little family, we are not working class. My husband’s family are, they are a car 
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workers family, were. My father-in-law is from Cork. My husband is in I.T. I work in a bank, at 
the moment, but I make mosaics of house numbers, I’ve sold quite a few, just because 
people looked at mine, the one I did for my house. All round us are houses with mosaic 
numbers made by me. It’s so lovely, I feel as if I am making the neighbourhood nicer. My 
husband is very proud of me. He wants me to leave the bank. He wants to make me a 
website. He is so supportive.” 

 

Very chatty, lady in red coat: “Young people just 
live for the day, they call it living in the moment. I 
go to Tai Chi on Thursdays and I hear all this 
stuff. Mindfulness. It’s on radio 4 all the time. 
They’re obsessed. It’s all very well for them. I 
have never had that luxury. I mean not even now 
and I’m retired. I wouldn’t like to be called working 
class, thank you very much. I would think they 
were saying I was common. People compliment 
me all the time, where do I get my shoes, you 
know. Not these, ones at home I’ve got shoes 
that cost £100. I’m full of life. I Look forward to 
every day. I don’t believe in this depression stuff 
everywhere they think that’s a new thing they 
don’t know they’re born.” 
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Oldish lady in market: “I don’t like foreigners, when I was young there weren’t any, hardly. 
There was only the Irish. Now they really are working class, and so am I. Call me romantic 
but I wonder if I have gypsy blood in me, because my daughter goes on ancestry.com and 
she says we have got Eastern European blood in us. On my side as well. I don’t know what 
to say about that. Polish people are very hard working. I’m out of breath, today, that’s 
probably a bad sign.” 

 

Irish perfume-seller: “I could talk all day about what is was like growing up as one of 12 kids 
coming over with my parents from Ireland. That was a real struggle, for food, shoes, for my 
parents to find work and they never stopped grafting. Nowadays there isn’t really a class 
system any more, there is rich or poor and everyone just wants too much and spends too 
much, that’s why they get into debt and struggle. All my kids have a mortgage and a car and 
holidays, so everyone does better than their parents, don’t they? There’s so much more 
opportunities, but the lazy ones who won’t work still want more and get into debt and working 
folk get into debt too, so everyone just wants more new things all the time … But I don’t think 
there are separate classes anymore.” 

 

 

We chronicled over 25 interviews. 

Ex-window-cleaner with pink hair: “I am proud to be called working class, they try to make 
you feel ashamed, but I am not ashamed. I’m not working at the moment but I am still 
working class. Of course, what else would I be?” 

Handsome young Russian blood: “I never listen to the news so I know nothing about 
poisonings, nothing. We have working class in Russia. In Russia we have 5 classes.” 
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“Presenting political theatre for many years long before it 
became fashionable, expect to be put on the spot.”—Time Out 
on Mama Quilla’s Bones. 
 

Theatre Workshops at the Broadway Theatre, Barking 
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Hannah Lochhead brought in her piece Cam Girl. 
We assisted her in editing existing text and moving 
the piece forward. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Cam Girl by Hannah Lochhead, from Act 2: 

ADAM: 

You spoiled fucking bitches living through your screens, too lazy to work a day in 
your life, you think you can take from people like me? Do you fucking know who I 
am? You sold yourself and I bought you, you aren’t taking from me without giving me 
what I paid for. 

(Adam flips her around to face him. She kicks him in the bollocks. He howls in pain 
and moves to stage left, holding on to the left side of the table for support. Elle stands 
on the right-hand side of the table, leaning on the edge for support, catching her 
breath as she speaks.) 

ELLE: 

You fucking prick. I’ll kill you. You are the worst kind of person. Fucking casting 
couch, 

ADAM: 

No, you’re the worst kind of person. I bet you call yourself a feminist. I bet you march 
and chant and protest "don’t grab me by the pussy". Meanwhile here you are, 
begging to be objectified. 

 

Sam Vickers brought in Last Seen Bensham Road, 
inspired by her experience of being so light she did not 
register to open an automatic door, exploring her sense 
of nonexistence after the birth of her children, and her 
struggle to find her creative voice. 
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Last Seen Bensham Road, by Sam Vickers: 

Have you ever disappeared? 

The doors...the automatic doors won’t open... 

(she stamps her foot on the pad) 

HELLO! (she waves indignantly at the door) ... I'm, right, fucking ... here ... (stamp 
stamp) … 

(she takes a walk up—the doors remain closed) ... oh, come on! ... sensors obviously 
fucked … (she gestures to an unseen couple walking towards door) ... excuse me I 
think these doors are … (they walk past her and through the doors) 

 … (stunned, she turns to imaginary crowd) … can you see me? ... I'm here. I'm 
right... wait, how did I get here? 

 

 Yasmin Pettigrew who had never written 
before, but had always wanted to, 
explored her explosive relationship with 
her dying mother. 
 
Over half of new writers brought in entirely 
new seed ideas to share with the group 
and devise around.  
 
Dialogue between a daughter & her dying 
mother by Yasmin Pettigrew. 
 

D. Hi mum how are you feeling? 
M. Fuck off 
D. I'll make you some boiled ham ribs 
and cabbage, when you get home, 
you like that 
M. Go fuck yourself go boil your head. 
D. the nurse thinks you’re over the 
worse this time 
M. – this time they have me on a no 
resuscitation list, did you know? 
D. I'll have a word with them and have 
that changed. 
M. Then you can fuck off. 
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Some ideas simply grew out of discussion over the two days’ workshop and were taken 
away to be brought back at a future date, during a planned second stage of workshops. 

 

Lucie Regan partnered “Pat” one of 
our marginalised women and wrote 
her story: 

“I recently worked with Kay Adshead 
on her project Working Class, one of 
several new writers in the project 
partnered with women with 
challenging histories. I had the 
honour of transcribing and re-working 
Pat's Story. 'Pat' is not the woman's 
real name. She asked for it be 
changed to protect her identity as she 
had fled abusive in-laws and wanted 
to be unidentifiable by her community 

and ex-husband who was a perpetrator of domestic violence. 

Her fear was tangible, and I re-assured her that we would alter the story enough to protect 
her. I made sure she realised that she had the choice to only share with me what she 
wanted to, and that if she wanted to withdraw or change her story at any time, then she was 
at liberty to do so. 

Pat said that she wanted her story out there and even though it was difficult for her to re-live 
the abuse she was very moved by hearing it performed at the end of the session. 

I have previously worked with abused women as a refuge worker and so this experience was 
very unique for me. Having permission to turn a woman's story into a piece of theatre was 
special and I tried to find poetry in her sadness and sense of loss and rejection. I hoped that 
Pat felt included in the conversation about the performance and felt that her story could help 
others.” 

 

Locked Out—Pat’s Story as told to Lucie Regan: 

I came here… 

I don’t know where to start. 

I came here to join my husband. I’m a nurse. A specialist. A nurse and a midwife. 

In my country I am. In this country England I am nothing. 

I’m not together with my husband. 

If you look closely you can see the marks on my face. 

I came here 13 years ago. 13 years ago today. It was today. 

He’s still my husband. We’re separated.  

I was facing issues at home. Persecution from my husband’s family.  
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I came for a visit. I didn’t plan to stay. 

I was out of the frying, in the fire.  

My husband changed. He became a different man. When I was pregnant, he beat 
me. The baby went. 

I didn’t know who to talk to. He was threatening me. He took all my stuff. He took my 
passport. 

He dragged me from the garden. I have scars. See, Here on my knee. 

 

 

Theatre Workshops at the Alexandra Palace  

At the Alexandra Palace, Haringey, we took our garnered stories further, with more creative 
partnerships, but this time we chose to not only exploring challenging pasts, but ultimately 
imagine brilliant futures. 

 

 

Kay Adshead and workshop participants at the Alexander Palace 
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Harriet’s story as told to Ruth Jones: 

“My name is Harriet and I had a good job, I was independent, I depended on no one, I was in 
business I bought and sold clothes. Goods. I was born in Uganda. I was married at 15. My 
husband was 40. Abdullah, my husband. It was arranged. We were happy … 

We were well off. We were not working class, no, no, not at all. My mother and father. I know 
what working class is here. We lived in a nice house. My father would drive us to school. We 
didn't suffer. Until ... 

I had two children after a miscarriage. A boy. At 20, I had 2 girls, Rahma and Aisha. One 
year apart. They've studied. They have degrees. I haven't seen them for a long time. 

 

 

 

My husband was involved as a member of the FDC - opposition party - to Musaveni. The 
reason being I left my country—political persecution. The government, Museveni, was 
corrupt. 

And one day there were demonstrations; soldiers came to our house. At night. And took my 
husband away. And the soldiers raped me. HIV. They gave me. My children were 4 and 5. 
They were sleeping. 

I did not know where my husband was taken. After this my family and friends supported me. 
They told me my husband was taken to military barracks. I was frightened they would come 
back for me. The soldiers. My husband was killed.” 
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On the workshops: 
 
“No one judged what I was 
saying that made me feel 
comfortable. What I found 
most rewarding was being 
able to talk freely”—
Nomandile Funami 
 
 
 
“A passionate 
concern about 
oppression.”—
Financial Times on 
Mama Quilla’s 
Bones 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
“I will not be defined by 
what you think you see, I 
have songs in my heart and 
soul, I am not defined by 
what happened to me, I am 
not what I left behind but 
what I make tomorrow be.” 
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“It was very healing and refreshing to plan for future, to stand up above the past and positive 
plan to achieve dreams.”—Elizabeth Mwango 

“Hearing the stories of women and seeing them perform them with my help was very 
rewarding.”—Christine Beeput 

We ended our London Workshop Programme with music and song. A Stones Throw, an 
original song written by Analese Thomas Strachan, became central in the public sharing of 
new work. 

Stones Throw by Analese Thomas Strachen: 

Stones throw away 

We are but a stone’s throw away 

From frozen fingertips and stone-cold walls 

Where eyes drown in loneliness and love has lost its home  

A stones throw away 

We are but a stone thrown away  

In the shadow of the looming Windrush scandal, we celebrated a generation of Black British 
female citizens, valuing their contribution to society and imagining a better future. 

And as well as creating testimony, we collected real experiences. New writer Marie Myrie 
wrote the words for The Bus, a morning in Pat’s life after fleeing persecution, new to the UK, 
We commissioned Ben Connors to create a zine from this story. 
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Informal Meetings  

Kay made many visits, in order to increase the reach of the project, most significantly to the 
world heritage site, Saltaire, the home of Sir Titus Salt’s famous social experiment to create 
a utopian life for the working class. He created an escape from the slums of Bradford, 
provided decent housing, reading rooms, bathhouses, parks and allotments, controversially 
banned alcohol and promoted “wholesome” recreational activities such as the fife and drum 
band, temperance billiard halls, and gymnasiums. 

Here in Saltaire, Kay met with Morgan 
Sproxton, one of several informal individual 
meetings with emerging working-class female 
writers, some published writers, with a history 
of production, who feel disconnected from the 
theatre industry, in their opinion partly, 
because of their sex and class. 

For The Working Class, Morgan wrote The 
Closer I Get.  

 

 

 

A not so young mum is working as a taxi driver; a young student who she saved from a 
suicide attempt gets in her cab for a second time.  

 

DAWN:  Well, I had my rose-tinted glasses on that day, didn't I? And then you 
remember that there's the grubby old men, and the drunken lasses who 
call you an old hag and tell you your eyebrows are a bit shit and the lads 
you're taking to the chemist every day for their methadone and the mums 
and kids you're dropping at the food bank and waiting to take back and 
the kids are so pleased to get a bar of fucking chocolate. And the people 
who don't speak English and you have to help them count out the fare and 
you just think I bet there's so many people ripping them off and taking 
more than they should. But you don't see none of that. You should think 
yourself lucky.  

KIERON:  I did think myself lucky. I thought about all of that. All the time. And still, I 
want to go to the bridge.  

DAWN:  I’m going to turn round up here and take you back home.  

KIERON:  Take me to the bridge. Please.  

 

In Saltaire, Kay also connected with painter Jeff Singleton, who in order to provoke debate 
about working class identity (historical and contemporaneous) was commissioned to paint a 
portrait of the working men’s club in rural Lancashire he had attended as a young man, and 
occasionally visits now. 
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Jeff Singleton in Saltaire 

 
Jeff Singleton as a teenager in the club 

 

Jeff decided to paint a key committee member: 

  
 

 
Jeff outside the working men’s club 

 
The club is in rural Lancashire 
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Kay travelled to Lancashire to visit Jeff’s working men’s club, which is one of the last clubs in 
the UK that do not allow women. 

The club is in an isolated rural area. Although one imagines there is not much poverty or 
need, we discovered a higher incidence of suicides and mental illness (including depression 
and anxiety) amongst the local male population than the national average.  

 “It is a lonely life, people don’t realise, very long hours, unsocial especially when lambing, 
very isolated, it is the only place I can meet other men, and we can exchange views, we can 
help each other, I rely on it, I would be very … I don’t know the word, if it went.”—Club 
member 
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We had to promise not to name the club or disseminate any bad publicity about them. We 
could only take very limited photographs. 

 

 

Kay traveled with Jeff to hand over the 
finished painting. Although she was not 
allowed in the club, she met some 
members and their wives in local homes 
and facilitated a lively discussion.  

We changed our views on this club after 
meeting the members. We thought it was 
discriminatory, not allowing women, but 
respected the needs of these men for a 
refuge and private space. 
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Shop Front Theatre, Week’s Residency 

Bacillus into VIRILICUS 

In 1995, Kay Adshead wrote Bacillus, a vast state-of-the-nation play about the next People’s 
Revolution, directed by Orit Azaz in its premiere production at the Red Room. 

“… more fascinating than many more conventional scripts because of its risks and 
reaches.”—WHATS ON  

 

 
Sean Buckley 

 
Theo Fraser Steele 

 
Tina Gray 

 

In 2018, responding to the current pressing themes of division, increasing global poverty and 
“otherness” Kay updated and reimagined the play into VIRILICUS. 
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“… a fervid, ambitious new contemporary drama”—WHATS ON 

 

VIRILICUS—synopsis  

In a large empty house, a woman, who is no longer young prepares to inseminate herself. 

“Four Fallen Angels do battle to father the child …” 

Jonathan, the young Breitbart Brit, born again and leading a Christian crusade  

Annie, the ancient, who legend has it fought in the Spanish Civil War, leading the poor and 
the oppressed, on her last march from Scotland to the steps of the English parliament 

Lilly, on the waste ground, opposite the grand old houses, a magnet for all the flotsam of the 
city, digging, planting, “selling” fortunes, railing against spiritual poverty, and urging the 
people to leave their houses and join them 

Finally, Virilicus, the boy artist, booted out of the clubs, perfecting his own, last, end-of-the-
world act 

And, in the wings, the Patients of the Annexe ward, struck down by a mutant virus, that 
leaves the body alone but makes holes in the brain, are human chrysalises, waiting to 
change 

If the United Kingdom is a vast cosmic battle field, who will win this, the very last war?  

On April 2, we started our week’s residency at the Shop Front Theatre, with a cast of 10 
actors and one musician, and our week’s rehearsal of VIRILICUS. 
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Kay Adshead and Orit Azaz 

 
The Shop Front Theatre, Coventry 

 

 
Moving in 

 
Theatre sometimes has to be free at the point of 
entry 

 

 

 

The cast: Greg Hobbs, Sarah 
Belcher, Nadi Kemp-Sayfi, Joelle 
Barker, Jack Trow, Howard Lee, 
Tom McCall, Aimee Powell, Tina 
Gray, Josephine Welcome, Ben 
Callon 
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First day of rehearsal 

 

Orit Azaz rehearsing our brilliant cast of 10 and one musician at the Shop Front Theatre 

 

Performer Evaluation (Sarah Belcher, who played Bea): 

I loved the week’s workshop tackling Virilicus—it was challenging to accomplish so many 
different storylines and ensure that it was easy to follow for the audience. It’s an epic piece 
and the inclusion of the community chorus added another layer of richness for me. I can see 
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the inclusion of more community going forward. I thought the director Orit discovered some 
great things in the piece and ensured each character was thoroughly directed and 
interrogated lots of emotions. I found playing multiple characters a challenge, so how to 
accomplish a cast of thousands going forward will be interesting. 

I enjoyed working with so many great actors local to the Midlands and felt it added a greater 
sense of place and people for me. Local made epic if you like. This is just a tale of ordinary 
folk forged together—a mass migration of people. I felt it was very present in the UK of today 
with all the political choices that we’ve made. 

As an actor I would love to see the play in a large space.  

 

Performer Evaluation (Ben Callon, who played the boy Virilicus) 

Working on Virilicus with Mama Quilla for the week proved extremely eye opening. Visiting a 
play that was written in the 90s, yet asked questions that have never been more relevant 
than today, was both exciting and thought provoking. The Working-Class Project has shone 
a light on the difficulties facing those working in the arts without a sizeable disposable 
income behind them. As someone working in the arts with little financial security, I felt 
particularly inspired by the work that had come before Virilicus and indeed the work that we 
as an ensemble were able to explore. Rehearsing in the Shopfront Theatre was particularly 
enjoyable as it threw the project open to locals passing by and helped underpin the idea that 
in the arts there should be no closed doors, no matter what your background may be. 

As an actor, it was a real treat to be able to explore such a richly woven text and bring it to 
life at the end of the process.  

 

 

Orit Azaz rehearsing the cast 
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Performer Evaluation (Tina Gray, who played Annie) 

The workshop week for Kay Adshead’s extra-ordinary piece “Virilicus” at Coventry’s Shop 
Front Theatre was exceptional. Orit Azaz had assembled a thrilling cast of experienced 
actors of varied ethnicity and covering a huge age range. Her direction was assured and 
inspiring, relaxed enough to allow for proper warm-ups, and sharp enough to attend to detail. 
After 57 years as a professional actress, I found it challenging and inspiring. 

 

 
Nadi Kemp-Sayfil and Ben Callon 

 
Jack Trow and Sarah Belcher 

 

 

 

 

From the script of VIRILICUS: 

(Darkness except for flames from the fire.) 

LILLY: I turned, behind us a golden tower, windowless, though open to the sky, 
millions and millions of feet high. The police cars, the army trucks and the crowds 
had gone, the land was scorched and treeless, except for what I took to be black 
lines cut into the cracked earth. As the sun climbed higher in the sky. I realised my 
eyes had played tricks. and what I had perceived as indents in the ground were in 
fact high stone walls. It was then, I felt my spirit leave my body, like a bird, or a blue 
bottle, and I flew to the bottom of the golden tower. Here the rooms were small and 
the air hot and damp, so that fantastic funguses had grown on the golden walls, 
sponge-like, and liver-colored They hung from the ceiling like limbs from a 
dismembered corpse, or parts of an intestine, swollen and putrefying in the heat 
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Tom McCall and Tina Gray 

 
Nadi Kemp-Sayfi 

 

 
From the script of VIRILICUS: 

(Sophie joins her at the window. They look down together.) 

SOPHIE: Sarah and Freddie Sergeant put their things in store while they were away 
in France. They'd just bought this calf skin sofa, spanking new, an Arezzo, the real 
thing —well—on their return, sponking new home, having a bit of a bash, Freddie's 
boss, jacket off, semi-recumbent on the calf skin sofa, when Sarah notices a few "bits 
of thread" on the arm. Gets in closer. The bits of thread are wriggling and there's not 
one but dozens. Up springs the boss. Freddie pulls out the seat. My dear: the fucking 
thing's alive. Turns out (POINTEDLY), while it was in store, small creatures of 
unknown origin laid their eggs. Millions and trillions of pussy little oozy maggoty 
things, making a sort of high pitched singing noise they were. Most extraordinary. Of 
course, the sofa'd been eaten away. 

 

“… playwriting sometimes suddenly able to soar free of the 
gruesome realities of political defeat.”—Aleks Sierz on Mama 
Quilla’s The Singing Stones 

 
Creating the Community Chorus 

Kay Adshead went back to the Rep., Birmingham, to devise material for VOICES, the public 
sharing of new work planned for Friday April 6th, and also to start work with a small all-
female community chorus to play the Patients of The Annexe Wards in Virilicus.  
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Ziona Smith: 

I was one of the participants on Kay’s devising and writing workshops at ‘The Rep’ in 
Birmingham for VOICES and was then invited to become a member of the community 
chorus for the rehearsed reading of VIRILICUS. 

I was part of a core company representing the Patients of the Annex Ward and we had 3 or 
4 (physical) moments in the piece and then were more fully involved in the final scene; 
where the patients have escaped from the ward and deliver a powerful speech (where the 
lines were divided between us).  

In some of the scenes you would just hear our breath and in others we would stand in unison 
(we were positioned in two rows—two in front and two behind but were amongst the 
audience members, who did not realise we were ‘planted’ there). We did walk out onto ‘the 
stage’ in one scene as a group and created a line behind the actors. It was almost as though 
our presence was getting ‘stronger’ throughout the piece and climaxed with the delivery of 
our final speech near the end of the play.  

During the rehearsals we were given the pages of the script that were relevant to us. As the 
running time was over two hours there were some long gaps between our ‘parts’. I think this 
is good discipline to practise, as it made us really focus on the action that was going on in 
the main performance area, it was almost as though we were ‘on the edge of our seats’ 
waiting for our next ‘moment’. I actually felt though; that I was watching the action ‘as a 
patient’ rather than ‘as Ziona’ and this ‘cue script’ approach definitely heightened this feeling.  

Kay, Orit and the other actors made us all feel very welcome and constantly emphasised 
how important our roles were within the piece.  

I was involved in another scene where I had to walk across the stage holding what I thought 
was a baby (which was symbolised by a wrapped up white sheet). I had to rock my ‘baby’, 
sing to it, and then unravel the cloth to find it is full of worms and rot and there is no baby 
there at all. I had to imagine what the smell would be like and show this physically as well as 
feeling the loss of a child. (This actually had a link to the piece that I performed in VOICES 
which was again to connected to the loss of a child). 

Kay was right in that it was a different experience for us, but as with VOICES a very 
worthwhile one in which I learnt a lot (this time though sometimes by observing the other 
actors as well as through participation).  



  38 of 63 

Prior to this project I had not visited this Theatre (I didn’t even know it existed) but since this 
project have visited it again to take part in another workshop.  

I am also now very interested in Kay’s work and that of Mama Quilla and will keep in touch 
with her and the company and hope to be involved in future projects. 

 

 

Moments … 

 

 

… from the Chorus 
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The Mentored Writer 

Kay Adshead had been working for many weeks with mentored new writer Isilda Almeida 
who along with Isabelle Couchman, responded to Virilicus, writing voices for the voiceless.  

Isabelle wrote for the Marchers. 

 

Kay with Isilda and Isabelle  

Isilda for the Patients of The Annexe Wards: 

And I did see the vivid, copperish glow. When I looked at mine, it seemed already 
burnt and crumbly. I couldn't understand. I ate those crumbs. I ate and ate and ate 
and ate until impregnated with a ball of fire. And here I am. An inside out fried ice 
cream; a light hibernating through a wandering winter robbed of belonging. A shape 
shifter as the toddler puts the star through the round shape hole. A star is a star, I 
hear. But I am like a pair of pants inside a paused washing machine. My brain colic 
never stops. It rests on the arms of that clock I keep tricking. I am mobilized-
paralyzed. Looking blurred, I try to go over the lines of my face, over and over again. 
“Here: eyes. Here: chin”- someone shouts. The picture is gone again. “Move the 
aerial!” That's when I stopped walking. Sleeping. Talking. That picture will never be 
the same again. 

 

Their pieces were included in the public sharing of new work at The Shop front Theatre  

Isilda’s evaluation on being mentored: 

My initial work was a result of reading Virilicus a few weeks earlier and following a meeting 
with Kay to explore the play and the characters. It was an interesting process to write poetry 
to be integrated into a production. What surprised me was that I had chosen to write for the 
character that was the closest to me—The patient of the annex ward—but the voice that 
came out was different. Discussing this with Kay helped me be a bit more open and 
instinctive about my writing. My second attempt at the Patient's voice following advice from 
Kay contradicted this, nevertheless. My gut instinct told me I should be true to a voice of 
transformation. 

Kay's feedback helped me trust my gut more and also not to be so reluctant to take risks as 
opposed to sharing work that evolves and is yet to reach a finished state. 
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That is what I gained from the mentoring. The reassurance that it is ok not to present a piece 
of perfection because the idea is to work it through and to follow and trust my gut instinct.  

I am now excited about trying to submit writing for theatre and develop my understanding 
and practice on poetry dramaturgy. 

 

We partnered Isilda with visual artist Raf, using Isilda’s words, and inspired by 19th century 
pamphletry and grassroots arts/ activist publications, Raf created The Waiting Room: 

 

 

 

 

Who could prop their own gravestone 
with such precision 
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while stiffening up  
the page of a book 
at the point of turn, 
with their stare? 
 
Are these the restless wicked? 
The tainted wanderers? 
The virilicused souls 
Their minds digested by moths 
Their lips ballooned from the beating of the tongue on restless teeth, 
The patients? 
Who are you? 

 

 

 

 

VOICES  

On Friday April 6, Kay Adshead directed a performance of VOICES, a public sharing of 
much of the original work by new or emerging female writers. It was combined with verbatim 
interviews from the streets of Coventry and testimony from the lives of the marginalised 
women. 
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It was formally performed by the VIRILICUS cast and drummer. 

 

New or emerging female writers who developed original material during our workshop 
programmes, and whose work is featured in VOICES, are 

• Isilda Almeida  
• Morgan Sproxton 
• Ruth Jones writing with Harriet   
• Analese Thomas-Strachan 
• Jodie Jameson 
• Hannah Lochhead 
• Ziona Smith 
• Sam Vickers 
• Lucie Regan writing with “Pat”  
• Clara Fessi 
• Grace Smith 
• Isabelle Couchman 
• Lauren Cato 
• Sarah Blackstock 
• Yasmin Pettigrew 
• Alex Kapila 
• Tiurlan Sitompul 
• Marie Myrie writing with “Pat” 
• Amy Anderson 

Kay worked with over ten other new writers, on seed ideas, and they too will be part of an 
ongoing programme of continuing support, promoting the artist’s growth, and developing an 
evolving creative relationship with Mama Quilla, the Broadway Theatre Barking, the 
Alexandra Palace Learning and Participation Programme, and the Crossroads Womens 
Centre.  
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Joelle Barker 
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Kay Adshead 

 

 

 

Nadi Kemp-Sayfi 
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Greg Hobbs 

 

 

 

Ziona Smith 
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Nadi Kemp-Sayfil and Jack Trow 

 

 

Amy Anderson 
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Tiurlan Sitompul 

 

 

Tina Gray 
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Ben Callon 

 

 

Sarah Belcher 
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Howard Lee 

 

 

Josephine Welcome 
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Aimee Powell 

 

 

Nadi Kemp-Sayfi and Jack Trow 
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Audience Review VOICES  

“I was invited along as the landladies of one of the VIRILICUS actresses. I have seen a lot of 
theatre in Coventry, but I had never heard of The Shop Front Theatre. The readings were 
performed in a circle, actors and audience, with a drummer in the middle who punctuated or 
responded to the readings, which I found out was mostly new work developed in the weeks 
before, also some interviews from Coventry people, and real life stories. I have never been 
to anything like it before.. The performances by the actors were very polished and 
compelling, and I was told they had very little rehearsal, . I found the mix of work, very 
fascinating and entertaining. I was very impressed by the format too, although informal, the 
presentation had a satisfying tension about it. I would like to go to more such events.”—V 
Livingstone 

 

 

VIRILICUS performed in workshop 

Directed by Orit Azaz 

Production Photographs  
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Tom McCall 
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Gregg Hobbs 

 

 

 

Ben Callon 
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Sarah Belcher 

 

 

Tina Gray 



  55 of 63 

 

 

 

Aimee Powell 

 

 

 

Howard Lee 
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Nadi Kemp-Sayfi 

 

 

 

Jack Trow 
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Ziona Smith 
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Tina Gray 

 

 

Audience 



  59 of 63 

Audience Reviews of VIRILICUS  

“Virilicus was very powerful theatre. I was totally involved and went on an exhilarating 
challenging and relevant journey with a superb ensemble of actors. So rare to see epic 
theatre and the fact that the cast had scripts did not in any way detract from the force of the 
experience, in fact I would love to see a fully staged performance perhaps as part of 
Coventry's year of culture.”—Steven Beard RNT/ RSC/ Old Vic / Opera North/ Veteran Actor 
of 40 years  

“I greatly enjoyed Mama Quilla’s production of Kay Adshead’s Virilicus. It was imaginatively 
staged at the Shop Front theatre in Coventry, involving a large cast of extraordinarily 
committed and accomplished actors. It was a challenging piece dealing with many of the 
issues of today, most pertinent being the issue of poverty and inequality in society. I 
particularly liked Howard Lee’s well-crafted speech, where he was waiting for electric shock 
treatment. It was a hugely ambitious piece, greatly helped by the talents and insights of the 
director. Congratulations to all involved for presenting such an innovative and original play 
and allowing Kay Adshead’s voice to be heard once again.”—Anthony Sergeant RNT/ 
Glasgow Citizens/ Etc…Writer/Director/Educator  
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Review of Mama Quilla: 

“As demonstrated by VIRILICUS, Mama Quilla is a company that tackles powerful political 
themes with passion, vigour and style. In its forthright engagement with issues of human 
rights and, particularly, the way women are affected by social and political policies and 
change, it gives a voice to the neglected and dispossessed. Not satisfied with just portraying 
marginalised people, Mama Quilla has an active outreach policy, working with hard-to-reach 
groups, such as asylum-seekers and sexworkers, and involving them in the creative 
process—a route to real empowerment. The company is made up of talented and dedicated 
professionals, who in order to fulfil their roles often work unpaid. What they produce is 
theatre of the first order, bitingly written, powerfully-acted, creatively-produced, topical, 
relevant, and invariably compelling.”—Ayala Kingsley poet, Waterloo Press, graphic 
designer, book editor 

 

 

 

We asked the question, “What does it mean to be working class in 2018?”  

Below is a precis of what people said (some of it shocked us): 

If you have a job, you are working class. 

Being working class is cultural, like being black or Jewish. It isn’t about being poor, you can 
be rich and still be working class. 
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Being British and working class is different than being working class anywhere else in the 
world. 

Being a working-class woman is totally different to being a working-class man. Working class 
women are seen as being common and promiscuous, working class men are seen as being 
stupid and funny. 

Being working class in 2018 is totally different to being working class in, say, 1930 

Most British people don’t want to be identified as being working class. 

If you are working class, a lot of British people look down on you.  

It is hard to be working class and also be a writer or painter, or an actor. If you are a 
working-class woman, you might be able to be an actress, if you are pretty, but, if you are 
middle class and not pretty or attractive, you could still be an actress. 

Being working class means you probably have no ambition.  

Being working class is nothing to be proud of, unless you are a very old person. 

If you are a working-class man you are more likely to be stabbed.  

If you are a working-class woman you are not more likely to be raped, but you are more 
likely to be a victim of domestic abuse. 

Working class people die earlier.  

Working class women don’t identify with feminism. They think feminists are posh. 

You can be secretly working class if you are more well-spoken. 

Only working-class people become homeless. 

Some people boast about being working class but aren’t really.  

In a world with less good full-time jobs, being working class is a privilege. 

Working in more than one part time job, might mean you are working class, but now middle-
class people have to do that too.  

 

From a volunteer working in a Coventry food bank distribution centre: 

“I have mental health problems, so I simply can’t get a job, I’ve tried. I suffer from anxiety 
and depression, also I cannot sleep, I mean I fall asleep about 6 in the morning, so I find it 
very hard to get up. I do the late afternoon shifts here, and I manage that. When I was 
married I worked in Greggs, I loved it, I enjoyed talking to the other women, and the 
manager was a nice young chap who had custody of his daughter, a really nice sort, living 
with his mum. When my marriage broke up I had a total breakdown. I had a still birth at 32 
weeks, and that just did for me. I was in Spring fields in Tooting for two and a half years. It 
was fairly horrid in there, but I did learn to paint, and that has helped me, I am not a great 
painter, but I was encouraged to paint things that had happened to me in my life.  

I think art can help people like me, but to be honest I couldn’t go to the theatre, that would be 
too hard. 
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Working here, helping here, 3 days a week, has probably saved my life. It isn’t easy, look 
you see the piles of baby clothes, on the first day, I had to run out. But I am better now. I can 
cope. 

If you ask me what being working class means, I would have to say I don’t know any more. 
But being able to work, to be productive is one of the most important things in life. 

 

  

 

 

Our Legacy 

During this stage of the project, we have connected with an astonishing 35 new or 
emerging female writers/ devisors who identify as working class. 

They are now part of an ongoing Mama Quilla workshop programme, which in active 
partnership with the Broadway Theatre, the Learning and Participation Programme at 
the Alexandra Palace, and The Crossroads Womens Centre will offer ongoing (online 
if necessary) support, feedback, fellowship, meetings and workshops to extend the 
seed work into longer pieces which we plan to showcase early next year. 

“It has reminded me that I need to keep creating theatre and telling people’s stories as 
a writer and devisor and it made me realise that that is why I have not been feeling 
truly happy for some time. Honestly, being part of these workshops has been 
beneficial to my health and wellbeing and made me realise who ‘ME’ is. Thank you 
Kay and thank you to the people who have funded this project. Here’s to the next 
one!—Ziona Smith, Workshop Participant and new writer 

 

From the streets of Coventry, Leopard Skin Lady: 

“I don’t like labels on people. I think we are all the same and all very different, I said that at a 
party once full of very clever people, and it shut everyone up.” 
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Links to Short Films 

As value added, we commissioned two short films of the shared new work VOICES and the 
bare bones production of VIRILICUS. 

Please use the links below to play the trailers on Youtube. 

VOICES 

https://youtu.be/jkMe0WO5CU8  

VIRILICUS 

https://youtu.be/9Wf2Eb6bMBQ 

 

https://youtu.be/jkMe0WO5CU8
https://youtu.be/9Wf2Eb6bMBQ
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