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THE CREATIVE PIECE.

LEAH COUSINS - A PLAY FOR SOLO PERFORMER AND HER GUESTS

PERFORMANCE NOTES

Leah Cousins is a midwife from the 1780s. On occasions throughout the piece,
she talks to the audience, her guests, and expects an answer. In her world, they
are really there to talk to, even if she is not clear about why or who they are. She
wants to make things clear before she dies. The performer should encourage the
guests to answer on such occasions and should improvise her own responses
whilst remaining in character. Answers should neither break the convention that
Leah is in the late 18™ century, nor that the audience is in the 21% century. This
IS not meta-theatrical - Leah does not step out of her fictional world although the
performer will need to step outside of her circle of concentration to engage fully

with the audience’s responses.

For example, when she asks about a guest’s father, if the answer is compatible
with 18" Century life this could be simple - for example: 'Oh, thass right - a
school teacher. | hope he don't use his cane too often’; However, if the job is
NOT something Leah would understand the performer will need to deflect the
dilemma. 'I.T.? - we don't have High-Tea. I'm strictly a dinner and supper
woman although I once got offered more pie than I could handle." The performer
should try not to let such an exchange go on too long or let the participant take
control of the conversation. It is worth preparing a few possible ‘escape’ route

conversations in advance. Just as a comedian might for hecklers.

NOTE about Glibb’s letter prop for page 16. This should be on a scrap of paper

or in a little notebook given to the reader and be written in pencil as follows:

(You say) “It's not a rule of MY making, Mistress Cousins. It is a simple fact that
women have no capacity for using instruments.
(Then | speak a bit)



(You say) But, with respect, not the same brain capacity as a man, to have the
proper judgement to know what action is required and when. It is a simple,
commonly known fact of truth. The gentler sex cannot be burdened with the
responsibility of making life-or death decisions.

(Then | speak a bit)

(You say) That's very good, Mistress Cousins. | am indeed twenty-four - |

wonder who told you?”



Part 1 The Laying-in-chamber

(The audience enters the room - it is darkened with a lamp or candles burning.
The time of the fiction is around 1780. There is a chair and table and possibly a
bed strewn with covers and with gauze draped around it hitched up. Leah
Cousins is in her mid 50s and is dressed in a nightgown and nightcap from the
late 1700s. It is not clean. As the audience enter to take their seats which should

be in a semi-circle around her she speaks to them.

Leah is generally cheery and lucid but gets confused occasionally. She is unwell
- suffering from cancer of the bladder. She is also getting drunker as the play

proceeds.)

LEAH

(Brightly at first)

Come on in my lovelies. My God-Sibs. Let's get comfortable. That's it. It won't be long

now. It won't be long...now...She hasn't got long... Every time is a struggle.

This is a struggle, this story.

This staying alive is a struggle. I’m struggling.

This making...

This making a new life is a struggle. Just an hour to say goodbye to the old life.

How much longer?

(She rallies a little)

Sit down, have a drink. You got a drink?



Thass not long now. Not long I reckon.

Glad you all got my invitations. | been nidgetin’ round to get you all here for this.

All in? All sat down?

You'll see here | got this nice little lying-in chamber all ready for us. The curtains is
pulled and I've stuffed paper into the keyholes. We don't want the outside world coming
in to bring its vapours with it, do we? I've lit a few candles here, look and I've lit a fire
for us.

And all them what should be banished from the room have been.

You here what are men, this will be the only time you ever get to see this. For this is my
territory. Woman's territory. This is a privilege, this is.

Though I suppose...

This is the only time any of us will get to see this...

Or to know it....

Always a privilege....

Anyway!

This is the first part.

Part 2 — First pains

(Improvising with different guests - along the lines of: )

This bit don't hurt much, do it. You can keep pottering all through this. Keep talking. |
suggest you also keep breathing! That helps. In between the painful bits. Get
comfortable. Thass right, you — get yourself in a comfy position Don't mind me. I'm not
going anywhere. You’re looking lovely and radiant, you are. In’t she? You got a lovely

glow about you.



(In the next part, selects a guest to address — preferably a man. It will show Leah
as rather confused but also indicate that the audience will not be cast “to type’ in

any way.)

So, how's it been with you? As if | can't tell by the look on your ghostly pale face. Have
you been drinking the ginger tea in the morning? Have you?

(To a neighbouring guest) Have they?

How's it affected the sickness? Better? Worse?

(Elicits an answer - improvises a short appropriate response.

To another guest):

And | know you've been licking the coal in the scuttle, haven't you? Been taking a little
sneaky lick while no-one's looking?

(Again, improvises with the answer as appropriate)

I can always tell the coal-nibblers. You got a smell about you. It was pickles with me

when | was big with my first one. Pickled onions, pickled walnuts. Still can't get...can't...

(She's drifting a little - getting a bit vague — fighting off a little pain).

| had a smell about me too.

This is the first part. This is.

This is the first part.

Don't hurt much.

Please - | hope it don't...don't.

A new start today. New...life...



(a pain in her abdomen)

This in here has finally got me beaten. Today is my new start, | reckon. And new is

always terrifying.

(to the audience)

You're the last one of mine now. You'll be my last.

You hardly need me though now. You got proper care now.

A medical man.

Trained and everything.

He'll come with his metalwork - his tongs - his blades and straps.

A hero. Even when you don't need a hero.

What | got to offer, eh?

What's left for me to do?

Who am 1? Who am 1?

(Perks up a bit to ask a guest:)

Go on, I'm really asking. Somebody help her - say my name.

(Elicits the answer 'Leah Cousins' even if she has to point it out on the

programme!)

Thass right. Leah Cousins. | like hearing it. Mistress Cousins to you. And madam to

you. And plain old Leah to you.



(to an individual guest)

You'll remember me for I birthed you. Or maybe your memory ain't so good as that. At

least your mother will remember me.

And your mother....and yours...all of you...all of you... | birthed you.

Perhaps that's why you're here. Is it? Have you all come to see me because | birthed
you? Or your mother. Did I birth her? Or your grand...grand...gran'ma

(Confused for a moment - like she's realised she's not in the same world/time)

And you're not...are you?

There was a time when the whole village could say that, you know. When folks come to
see me regular with a tear of gratitude in their eye and a handful of flowers or a basket

of plums along with my two shillings.

And | was invited to pay visits, you know. Oh yes - I've sat in many a tidy parlour with

a glass of negus and a macaroon.

(to one guest)

You must remember? How old were you, eight? Nine?

(elicits answer improvises a response, for example 'Clearly a long time ago' or

'You don't look much more than that now'.)

And do you remember that peg-dolly I brought round, yes? You gave it such a funny

name, you remember? What was it you called it?

(elicits answer)



Thass right!

(Improvises regarding the doll and its name)

And you weren't the richest family I passed an afternoon with, I tell you! Although your
father done alright for himself. What your father do for a living? What his job?

(She elicits an answer and improvises.)

Any how - until THAT day - the day when Doctor Glibb came, | was in the front row of
all the very best baptisms on the Christening pew. Wrapping the very best quality lace
shawls around the very best quality babies. Just where a midwife should be. Front row.

Right there under Reverend Crabbe's pulpit.

All those God Parents sitting round in their finery but it's ME - me the midwife that gets

pride of place...or at least | used to.

(She suddenly doubles in pain)

Ow! Quick. Sit me down. Where's me chair? Get me in the chair. Give us a hand there.

(She asks a guest to help her.)

Thank you. Thank you. It’s this...This you see...it...I can’t always...
Glibb. Glibb! The bastard! See, even his name....ow!...I got to...even his name make

me...Get me the glass will you?

(makes guest get up to help her get the glass)

Any time today you like, come on now!

(When she's got the glass, she dismisses the guest back to her/his seat. Raises the

glass before drinking)



There's a nice little drop of jollop. Mothers' ruin.

(drinks)

There's a kind of joke in there if you look.

A joke of sorts. Me drinking Mothers' Ruin. Like a snake eating its own tail.

(Drains the glass. Closes her eyes. Holds the pain at bay for a second)

As | always say - as | ALWAYS say... 'Every little pain gets you nearer'. The mothers
often say to me 'l want this to stop, I can't do it, Leah. Make it stop'. But I says to them —
Well if nothing else is certain, this is: that baby's only got one way out and if you can't

do it, nobody else can - so get pushing. Aint no-one else can help!

I suppose Doctor Glibb would maybe say different. But | don't know. It's not right. Not
nice. Some other man's hands in there where only a husband should be allowed. It's not

quite nice I don't think.

And here’s a thing...1 wouldn't think it was so nasty, if he were ugly and old. But he's a
young buck and a charmer and he shouldn't be allowed down there. That shouldn’t make

a difference but it do to me.

Old Doctor Last he only came when he was called for.

Do you remember him? Old Doctor Last?

He have a shroud of sadness around him when he walk in a room. For he only ever
come when there's not much hope. He only ever there for the ‘either-or".

Not many times in my life | had to call for him to crack a skull. That's what the doctor's
usually called for - to crack the skull of a baby what's stuck in the passage. I can do the
rest but that bit I ain't allowed to do.

But not many's still too many. And who’s to say that that life-what-don't-know-it's-a-life
is worth more than its mother's what might be already loved? But it's 'either-or' some of

the time. Either or. That's God for you.



(Mumbling)

God... I sometimes think you must be...Nah, I'll get struck down...blasphemer...
Leah, shut your big trap. Ain't that big mouth of your'n got you in enough trouble?

(Suddenly aggressive)

You better hope that ain't a girl you got coming, lady. This world don't treasure girls.

She'll grow up to be nothing. Women count for nothing.

(Once again, she doubles in pain. Slumps down into the chair)

Oooh I tell you this damn well hurts. | want it to stop. STOP damn you....only....I've

only got....stop!...only one way out.

(The pain seems to pass).

Course, your little Jacko were the last one | birthed - if you don't count that waif what
Reverend found in the yard back of the Crown and Cockerel. But that poor little sack of
skin & bone didn't stand a chance. Not from this parish, so we shouldn't have helped her
but the girl had been tramping across the country in that big old October storm couple of
years back, nothing to eat. Sleeping out in the rain. We did our best to get her to rest up
awhile, but she'd scurried away by the morning. Still bleeding, by the look of the blanket
she left behind. I never heard what became of her. She could have taken that blanket

with her. It was only an old thing of my making.
It...she were just a tiny thing no bigger than a child herself...it broke my heart she didn't

think she might take that blanket with her. Where is she now? And does she ever
wonder if...if...that little...her...if...
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(Takes a drink)

Part 3 The waters break

I'm not in the best of health. A fair bit peaky. You probably guessed - this is medicinal.

(Laughs a little)

That's what my old mum always say! It's medicine!

Medicine for the soul.

I recall, that after that waif had gone, Widow Goe had a quiet word with me & Reverend

when she found out.

(A harridan's voice)
"Why a girl can't learn to say no is beyond me! Surely any man can understand plain
English. No means no!

Not a single man to whom | ever said ‘no’ would dare go against me"

Reverend Crabbe and | laughed quite a lot at the thought of anyone propositioning Old
Gossip Goe!
Still, she is a widow, which means brave Mr Goe must have ‘had a go’ sometime -

though no-one under a hundred might remember him alive.

And you, Zekiel. You there in your (blue or whatever) coat so fine.

I remember when your mother, were in the throes of having you.

Now, since you've grow'd up a bit, your head don't seem so big on your body but (to the
audience) oh you should have seen him at first. His head were three times the size of the

rest of him. No wonder his poor mother were screaming.

But what didn't help was the fear on her. The poor young thing's cunny - 'scuse me,
Zekiel talking like that about your mother, but - her little cunny was squeezed up that
tight along with the rest of her that even if Zekiel here had been a little flat fish from the

islands he wouldn't have pushed his way out of there. | give her a little piece of amber in
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her hand - thass good luck, that - and | say in a slow voice "You hold onto this my girl.
Centuries long this amber has been keeping mothers safe from harm. Look close into it.
There hold it up to the light. They say that if you look hard enough you will see the face

of Jesus and you and your baby will be well.'

Now listen up all of you. 1 got to tell you two things. One, no piece of amber can
change what happen to a baby. Two, if you look at ANY mottled thing for long enough
you will see the face of Jesus. Clouds in the sky - face of Jesus; a spillage of milk - face
of Jesus; the way a piece of silk falls - face of Jesus or hang on, no that one is more like
Mary, mother of Jesus. Unless you look at it from this direction when...yes! There we

go! Face of Jesus.

No, the magic what happens, the magic...thass in the soft of my talking. Just nonsense
talking calm and low and sure or just keeping quiet for a bit and while she's busy
scanning the amber for a sign from our lord, her fanny relaxes and you, Zekiel, has the

chance to stick your giant head down the hole without her clamping your ears off.

And if that's magic then | suppose I'm guilty of what you suggest, Doctor Glibb. And

you shoulda had me done for a witch.

There. It's not hurting too much now is it. See, if we all keep busy and keep chatting and
you hardly notice the pain. Keep walking around, keep gossiping. With you all. My God
Sibs.

Ow! See - only a little pain. And thass a good pain.

Thass a good pain.

Thass a good pain - 1 think.

(Another sharp pain and suddenly she wets herself)

Oh! Well will you look at me? I'm a mess now, aren't 1?

12



(She gets a messy rag and gets down on her knees to wipe the floor)

There's no surprise. That's not the first time.

I hope it don't smell too bad.

Here, (To guest) hold my hand and help me up.

(She holds out her hand for them)

It's alright. I've wiped it. There. That's better...that's better in't it? Thank you my darling
one. No. It’s fashion. You see.

Section 4 The Shouting Time

It's fashion to have the ‘medical” man in.
To my mind, thass like calling in a cobbler to tie your bootlace.

To my mind.

Having a doctor for a birthing.

Thass not, like, a medical matter unless you realise there's something amiss and your
boot hooks have all fallen off or suchlike.

(Choosing what looks like a couple - or improvising until a couple is located)

You didn't call the doctor when you fell in love, did you?

(Audience may respond — improvise as appropriate)

Perhaps you called him to certify you as insane! But on the whole, it's not a medical
matter, is it? Falling in love? Some things need medicine, and some don't. Falling in

love don't need a doctor.

Although sometimes falling OUT of love needs medicine.
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I know many who take a dose of this when love gone wrong.

Well the same applies. The same applies.

You only need a doctor when things go wrong.

No, this is all only fashion. All the fashionable ladies in town say that to be attended by
an 'accoucheur" like Glibb is the height of modernity.

Why is having a man-midwife suddenly so fashionable? Cos he claims he's got special
knowledge...science knowledge. And suddenly science is more important than good

Sense.

Well 1 got knowledge, an‘all. I got plenty of knowledge that little scrinchlin’ couldn't
possibly know.

Like what it's like to be a woman and what it's like to have a baby for a start. And |
picked up a fair bit of knowledge over the span of thirty years or so - | must have

delivered some three hundred odd babies. You can't say that ain't nothing!

And who ever would have thought that people would use bearing a child as a thing to be
swayed by fashion. Women been dropping babies since time began. Old Mistress cave-
woman didn't need to follow a fashion, now - did she? Didn't grunt to her neighbours
about how much more important she was for wearing a fancy bear-skin hat while she
bore her pains, did she? Or for having, | don't know, wolves instead of hares around her
as her gossips. | don't know. I bet she didn’t think of fashion.

Yes, Glibb comes swanning in from who-knows-where, the far side of Ipswich. He got
his little green baize bag full of secret tools. Tools! I ask you. Tools for having a baby!
Not in my wildest imaginings should that much steel be in the same area as all that soft
flesh. All icy cold on your poor cunny.

And even....even...well...

I know what you're thinking...even if that new-fangled instrumentation might be useful...
Even if that IS the right thing....well why isn't it put into the hands of us what KNOW
how all those soft parts work? If them tools are so good - and they may well be...I don't
know cos I've never been allowed to touch them...but if they are so good, why does it
have to be a man what wields them? Where is THAT written in the great book?

14



Here, you look at this

(She unravels a tatty little note book or scrap of paper which has the script for
Glibb written on it in pencil and gives it to a guest, preferably a man. During
this next exchange, Leah may chip in with small congratulations on how well he
is doing with his reading; or words of encouragement. The prop script should be

written out as per the note at the start of the play)

This is what passed between us. | wrote it down because I ain't got no husband to tell
nor no friend who would understand. | used a pencil to tell the paper. Now you all can
listen as well. Will you read the part of Glibb for me? You contented to read out loud?

You're good looking enough to be an actor on the stage.

(If not, the performer should recruit someone else - improvising as required)

Go on there, you speak first look...

GUEST/GLIBB

It's not a rule...

(Leah interrupts him)

LEAH

That's it, nice and loud....start again. You're like a young David Garrick. He is, isn't he!!

GUEST/GLIBB
It's not a rule of MY making, Mistress Cousins. It is a simple fact that women have no

capacity for using instruments.

LEAH

(To the audience generally)

I shall be taking the part of my own self in this bit.

15



(to Glibb)

Say that last line again.

GUEST/GLIBB

It is a simple fact that women have no capacity for using instruments.

LEAH
What, like a needle and thimble and scissors, you mean, Doctor Glibb? Or a spoon and a
egg beater? We got hands, in't we? We can hold the things. We got eyes to see what
needs doing plain enough.

GUEST/GLIBB
But, with respect, not the same brain capacity as a man, to have the proper judgement to
know what action is required and when. It is a simple, commonly known fact of truth.
The gentler sex cannot be burdened with the responsibility of making life-or death

decisions.

LEAH
With respect, look at your soft rich-boy's skin. Your pale smooth hands. Have you ever
seen death? In your twenty-four years - have you once seen a dead person?

GUEST/GLIBB

That's very good, Mistress Cousins. | am indeed twenty-four - 1 wonder who told you?

LEAH
Ooh that'll be a bit of that witchery you think I got. | don't need no-one to tell me. Shall |
reveal my skill? Bah! You foolish, foolish little kite! In my time | seen a thousand boys
what's twenty-three turn into twenty-four and twenty-five and on and on. You think |
han't learnt how to tell? By the straight of your back and the speed of your speech and
the way you look at Reverend Crabbe's middle daughter on a Sunday and your hair all

brushed down in the fashion.

I'd be hard pressed NOT to know your age.
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Perhaps that's the pay-back for having only a woman's incapacity with using cutlery, eh?

God's given us women plenty of skills you'll never master. Boy. Besides bearing a baby
of course. Though no doubt that day will sometime come if you scientists get your way.

Or if fashion demands it.

And you say | haven't got the wit to wield a knife?

(Taking the paper from the guest)
He was good wasn't he! You paid attention in your reading lessons at Widow Goe's
dame school and that's for sure. Got the voice to a tee. | could have believed Doctor
Glibb was right here in the room with us.
But Glibb, he never did answer my question. How many times he ever looked death in

the face?

Well done you! Sounded like Glibb was here in the room with us!

I was going to invite him, but | know he thinks the curtains should be open and the fire
kept down right low. He don't approve of drinking in the lying in chamber either, so
you'd all be in trouble! He wouldn't have turned up in real life. Not to this little hovel.
He don't talk to me now. He wouldn't want to see this.

He wouldn't want to go through this. This would be distasteful to him and his cronies.

But you did a very, very good version of him - JUST as if he were in the room. So now
you got the feel of him a bit - his smooth talk and his charm and his oh-so-rational
answers - well, answer me this in his voice if you can - why is it... Doctor Glibb... why
is it what we women aren't allowed to go and train in the use of these instruments of
yours? Don’t try and find the answer in some script. I’m asking you for real, Glibb!

If you have a good way of helping a stuck baby into this world without crushing it, why

am | not allowed to know how to use it?

(See if he answers, encourage him to answer as Glibb not as himself - if he

flounders, open it up to the floor)

Anyone?

17



(Improvise a little with the answer)
Do you know, if I lived in Paris - there's a college I could go to. But I've never been any
further nor Halesworth, so I don't reckon Paris would have been on the cards. Besides |

couldn’t go now even if I could go...I've not got...I've...It’s too late...I’ve ...I"ve...

I've lost the point. What was | talking about?

I've lost the point.

Well here I am. Don't worry, it won't be long now.

(gets a little medicine bottle of reddish-brown liquid out of a drawer or her bag)

Don't you worry. Look what I got here.

Here now, here's my special drops to help the pain.
Work quick.

Come, bitter conduct. Come, unsavoury guide.

Thass a bit of my learning that is. That's Romeo and Juliet. Just like David Garrick.

Refers to the guest who read Glibb

Nearly as good as you!

See how much knowledge I've got stored in my old brain.

There's many women who won't take this, of course for their birth pains. Or more to the
point - whose husbands forbid it. They say women are meant to feel the pain. What's
good enough for Eve, they say, is good enough for Mistress Greene or Mistress Smith
apparently. There's parsons and priests who'll say the same. It's against the will of the
Lord to Kkill the pain.

18



And yet each of them, they'll how! with pain when they've a shit stuck in their arse.
Won't even imagine the pain of a hard, little skull with big ears like yours, Zekiel

making its way out!
I say anything I've got that might get you through, is fair enough. Wouldn't you say?
And so would they if they had an idea of the pain

Bit of amber,

Little chice of poppy juice.

(She is creased with a pain)

It's coming. | can...yes there. Oh Christ. Yes...no...
It's coming now. It's surely the time.

Time’s coming...

(Switches suddenly from her suffering to role-playing a delivery. She does all the

characters)

...It's coming - you're doing such a good job. That's a girl. Such a good job.

Stay with me. Hear my old voice.

I can see baby's head

He's not a baldy, he's got curly locks, curly locks.
Wilt thou be mine

(Direct to audience)

I can't see the baby's head at all but I'm not telling her that.

Come on mother.
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Come on. Keep on pushing.

“I’m finished.” She says. ““I can't push any more. I'm so tired.”

Well | can tell you this much, my good woman. That little curly fella in't going back in.

“I want to sleep. I...I'm so tired. | must sleep.

Get it out of there. Get it out of me. I'm split in two.”

Well my fine lady, I'm doing MY part, so let's have a last effort on yours, shall we?
There’s one gossip in the room for the girl and she voices the problem quietly to me.
““She's just too small. She says. That head ain't coming out of that hole no way. No piece
of amber is going to mend that. You've got to call Doctor Glibb. The baby will do for
her. She's almost gone.”

I hisses back to her:

“I can't do that. I'm sure that baby’s still alive. If we call Doctor, we'll have to call the
Reverend and all and you know what that means.. If Glibb's going to use the crotchet
and crush that baby's head in, he'll be murdering it for sure and he can't do that without
the Reverend saying so.”

Gossip says:

““She's been heaving and straining for nearly two days. The baby will be long gone by

now. I'll run and fetch him. He's waiting in the Crown and Cockerel just in case.”

Then I says:

“NO! Stop. This isn't the end yet. We can save them both. I just need to get my hand in
far enough to grab hold of baby's chin.”

20



I try this but the mother screams loud and then stops screaming very sudden and she
slumps forward from where she's kneeling on the big sheet we've spread on the bed. Her
forehead makes a thud as she hits the head-board and then she tips over onto her side.
The gossip starts to whimper.

The mother's still breathing but she's knocked out cold with the exhaustion.

The gossip woman is in a panic - she hisses at me:

““Let me go to fetch him. Let him save Janet at least. Let them not both die.”

All of a sudden, the mother opens her mouth and shouts again with breath from out of

nowhere:

“Get that murdering baby out of my body!”’

Her voice is low and growling. She sounds like an animal. Or like some kind of demon.

It's not her own voice.

“Get that foul lump of murdering baby out of my body!”

But I still got faith in that baby and I think it's still alive and | don't want Glibb to come

in here and crush the life from it with his fire-irons.

I'm still up to my elbow inside her passage trying to get a hold of the baby's chin —an
ankle - anything.

I'm crying.
The gossip is tearing at my apron for the key to the chamber and her face is down close
to mine, so with my free hand I punch her hard on the cheek and she falls over onto the

floor. She shouts at me:

““Let the baby go - let it go. There will be others. Let it go and give Janet a chance.”
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Her voice seems to come out of the bed-sheets and the drapes, not out of her mouth at

all.

In that moment though, it's strange. | feel like some kind of wizard.

I'm sure | can do anything.

I can save Janet and I can let the baby live.

“Janet! Janet! Push. Please push. Don’t give up. Push the damned thing out of there.”
I'm willing the words into her. | starts muttering.

In my head | want it to be a prayer.

Or really. I think I'm making a spell. A good spell. I think my words can help. I'm
making a spell. Out loud.

The gossip is hampering herself by climbing up the inside of her skirts as she gets up
from the floor and staggering. She starts to make a strange noise. It's like an owl hooting
or a pigeon. But I realise she is sobbing out the word 'No'.

Ohhhh... this hurts me so to tell you.

Oh...It hurts me so.

I flick my eyes up from my work - I've got both hands inside the mother and I'm trying

to stretch her cunny open and | see the gossip woman is afraid of me. Not because |

punched her, not that sort of afraid. But because of the spell.

She chants or sings a few lines of 'King Willie' - getting more desperate as she

does.
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King Willie he's gone down to the market place

And he has bought him a loaf of wax

And he has shaped it as a babe that is to nurse
And he has made two eyes of glass

King Willie he's gone down to the market place

And he has bought him a loaf of wax

And he has shaped it as a babe that is to nurse

And he has made two eyes of glass

She stops - exhausted

Thass not a spell, of course. Thass a song. Just an old song. I didn't even think what the

words were. My old mouth just done them.

But when I see that woman looking at me. And I look down at Janet slumped
completely senseless on the bed and I look at my hands, bloodied and useless, | take the
key from my pocket and the gossip woman takes it gingerly from me in case | punch her
again. She pulls the rag out of the keyhole where we'd sealed it up to keep the vapours
out, and she opens the door - turns quickly and rushes out and leaves the door gaping
wide. | notice that it's bright sunshine outside. | get up and push it closed again. Not that

it matters now.
Doctor Glibb come of course. He lifted up his big green baize bag full of instruments
and as he loosened the pull-string at the top of it he looked at me and waited. He was

waiting for help - for my advice, | suppose. He wanted me to say something.

“I think mother's still breathing.” I say.
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I winced as he put his hand inside Janet. | couldn't move - couldn't say anything. Call me
old-fashioned, it still don't seem quite right to me him touching her there without her
say-so. But Janet don't know so | suppose she don't care.

He says:

“Bring the bag over here.”

| stare at him. | want to hate him the cocky little bastard. | don't feel like | can move.

But | do move.

A spark of resented hope has risen in me that he might be able to do something.

| want to swallow it back down.

But I fetch the bag. His bag of tools.

He takes out what looks like a big pair of pincers. Not the deadly crotchet hook. But still

look like something from a smithy.

They are loopy scissors, kind of - but huge.

I'm just standing there. Staring.

He goes to the business end of Janet, lying on her side with her knees tucked up.

The next thing | know | hear a whimper. I'm not sure if the sound comes from my own
throat.

But then I see him lift up the baby by the feet and slap it hard on the backside. And a cry
comes from it.
Still dangling it like a plucked goose, he says:

“Here, you can tie the cord and take care of this however you please.”

He says.

“You'll need sal volatile for Janet. You can deal with the afterbirth.”
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I'm useless. | stammer out
“What is it?”’

He just looks at me with his eyebrows knitted in a puzzlement.

A croaky voice | recognise as mine says:

“Girl or boy?”

He shrugs.
“I didn't look. Take it.”

I lift the baby up from his goose-grip and look down at the red-faced little thing what's

making little hiccupping cries. It's a girl.

To a guest

She’s you. That little baby. She's you. Or your grand-mother or more like your 6 times
great-grandmother. And | nearly let death get her. And that bastard charming clever
silky-voiced fellow - Glibb by name and glib by nature - he saved her...saved you. (To

the guest who played Glibb) Didn’t you? You saved her.

You didn't know if Janet was alive or dead and you didn't know if the baby was a girl, a

boy or a baboon from the Indes. But oh, what a hero you were.

And he was.

Well, after that you can imagine what the village said. That old gossip soon let the word

spread that the dark bruise on her cheekbone matched the shape of my knuckles.
And Janet - well she heard the whole story once her lying in month was over and she

was grateful to us both for the lives saved. And part of me is tortured by that. Grateful to

both of us.
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I wasn't allowed near the house during her lying in, though.

And the day that Janet was churched - | sat at the back in the shadows and tried to

ignore the shitty whispers of the parish.

(She sits down, exhausted by telling the story. Defeated.)

Janet's mother got to carry the baby to the Christening. Sat there in the front pew, she

was. So | was told afterwards. | wasn’t there.

Section 5 Calmer

Word spreads fast in a small town, don't you find? Your greaty-greaty gran and yours
and yours - all women who had already had two, three healthy babies suddenly wanted

Doctor Glibb and his magic wand pincers.

Yours wouldn't go near him though. Still thought of him as Doctor of Death. She stayed

with me. And yours did and yours did - for the twins.

(Smiles and perks up a bit as she remembers a story)

That was a good day, that was. That was a VERY good day! Reverend Crabbe chastised
me a good deal for drinking so much that day. But it'd take more'n a drop of caudle to
blunt my wits.

Caudle. So much of that watery winey stuff has passed my lips over the years it don't

really stop off at all on the path to the piss-pot now.
That particular day, by time Susan Lacy had finished her work, there were more gossips

in Lacy's parlour than the bible has apostles - we must have drunk nigh on a bucket-full

of caudle between us all. For the first three hours, lovely Missus Granty, Susan's own
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mother took it in turns to mop Sue's forehead along with with the vicar's wife and me.

Just the three of us keeping sweet Susan quiet & cheery when she got to the shouty time.

Mid-morning, Baby Laura makes her appearance & all seems well despite Susan having
damned the entire race of men-kind to a darker place. We call for Martha to go over to
Grammer Lacy's and tell Joe that he has another fine baby daughter.

Grammer Lacy comes along and she brings a couple of bottles of elderflower wine to
celebrate. We mixes it up in a bucket with some water and some sugar and a bit of spice
and we're on our second swig when Sue starts yelling all over again and she's grunting
& groaning and, would you believe it, but there's another little head squeezing its way

down. It's twins!

Well | can tell you, it didn't take a minute for word to spread.

Joe's at outside the chamber door but he don't stand a chance of getting in to see what
was happening.

Widow Goe elbows him out the way, Sue's sister Peggy has arrived downstairs with her
two strapping lasses, Missus Elphick has heard the rumpus, shut the shop and is banging

on the window to be let in. And, if we'd have opened the door, | reckon Reverend

Crabbe himself would have barged his way up them stairs. That parlour were so

frackfull none of us could hardly move to lift a cup to our lips.

The chattering and squealing was getting on poor Sue's nerves, so | yelled down the
stairs for them to hush up and let Susan & Mother Nature finish their job. I suggested
they partook of a little caudle themselves and to make sure there was plenty for me &
Mrs Crabbe and Mother Granty & Sue once twinny had made herself known. And by
the time the quarter chimed, there was Baby Daphne lying next to Laura in Sue's arms,
each sucking on a dug and with a happy red wrinkled face on. They was like two happy
little skinned rabbits.

A pair of milk-drunken babies and a house full of drunken gossips. What a day!

That's what a birthing should be.

That's what a birthing should be.
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Section 6 The Final Push

(Pause while she thinks)

Time's coming now. Nearly there. Nearly there.

(She drinks from her medicine bottle - she's clearly fighting off pain. Suddenly

bright again she says to a guest:)

How old do you think I am?

(Doesn't let her/him answer. Opens it to the whole audience)

Old people always ask that don't they? Thass a terrible question.

No-one knows what to answer. If you say too high, you're in terrible trouble. 'Do |
LOOK' sixty three?'

If you say too low, that old person just says
"Hoo! Now you’re just taking the piss. So, GUESS AGAIN!"

But still

(returns pointedly to the same guest)
How old do you think I am? Go on take a guess. Be very careful, I'm warning you...but
have a guess. You can say what you like cos I ain't following you out of here into your

life to torment you with the answer. I really ain't.

For many many reasons, | ain't!

(Perhaps improvises here with their answer or their reluctance to answer)
Well I’m going to tell you and put you out of your misery.

I'm fifty-seven.
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I've been a midwife since | was twenty-seven. I'd had my own three childers by then and
I trained for the job with my mother who was the midwife before me. Her aunt was the

midwife before that. You get the idea.

So we brought nigh-on a century's worth of babies into this village between us. That's

funny, in't it. That sound like a long time.

And the world is still turning. Fashions have come and gone. Our bonnets have changed
shape and our songs are different songs now and yours are different again. But still the

world is turning.

Who here is a married person....and how long you been married?

(Improvises with them briefly about how old they were when they met, etc)

Who here lives with someone over the broom and have never had a proper godly

wedding?

(Finds someone)
Not married. Well now...that's certainly different from when | was a girl. You'd have

been hounded out of the village for being so sinful!

You'd have had the Rough Music treatment and we'd have banged our pots and pans

outside your bed chamber and beaten on your door with sticks!

Reverend Crabbe would have shook his head at you good and proper, wouldn't he! How

can that be such a hoo-hah at one time, and so acceptable at another?

See.

Fashions come and go.

One minute all the men have beards Have you noticed a lot of beards around at the
moment? The next minute - only a sea-captain or a Musselman has a beard and then...

turn around and every man is whiskered again.
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And some of the women too.

One minute we're all wearing fine wool and the next we're decked out in silk or sprigged

muslin and then we're back in wool again.

One minute, old Leah will serve you very well in your lying-in chamber - the next we all

want Doctor Glibb and his bag of magic metal.

Ladies all suddenly like the drama of being ill, when all they are is pregnant.

And, Leah shut your old mouth... the world... is still turning...

Isn't it??

(Laughs to herself)
You silly old fool.

You've talked yourself out of an argument. Like a snake eating its own tail.

That reminds me.

(she takes a drink - with some drops in it).

I can't think straight.

Get you gone, Leah Cousins.

Get you gone and leave the world to the new.

Nothing of what you've got is any use.

Your sealed-up windows and keyholes.

Your smoky fire and your burning candles.
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Your dark chamber and your singing.

The fine ladies don't object to a strange man's hands on their privates and if their
husbands do object, we'll just call them old-fashioned fuddy-duddies.

They'll be wanting to stay and watch the birthing themselves before we know where we

are! Can you imagine it! As if!

Women will say they want their husband to tie off the chord and they won't let their

god-sib women friends come in to hold them up and cheer their souls when it's painful.

Can you imagine.

And that'll be progress.

I ain't trained no follow-on you know. I got three sons; and no-one else's daughter wants
my knowledge now. My soft spell-words and my warm and darkly chamber and my
invitations to go nidgetin’ around and summon the mother's friends- all these must go
into a big, sealed box which | have labelled 'Currently out of Fashion' but Doctor Glibb
thinks is called 'Redundant'. I'll tell him where the box is kept, though - because there
may just come a time, there may just... when he'll find himself putting away his cold and

impersonal instruments in there along with his cold and impersonal manner.

When the lights are dimmed again and the distaff side take back birthing with their soft
songs and their gentle words and their stroking of hands and mopping of sweating

foreheads and their sharing of that good and awful pain.

I'm going to sit here with you now because it's nearly all done. I’m nearly all done now.

It’s all over for me.

(She sits in an empty seat or brings a stool to sit near a guest)
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Here, (she gives the guest her hand) I'll ask you to stroke my hand please. Because that's

what | know helps the pain.

And all my pains...pains of all sorts have sort of overcome me, I’m afraid.

| was there for all your new beginnings.
And now you're here for mine. The most important new beginning of all.

I'd ask you to stay with me until it's over.

When | fall asleep, you can let go my hand and leave me quiet, will you?

You can go after that.

(to them all)
Go and top up your glasses. Raise a toast to the midwife, will you? And to the world that
changed around her. And keep alive the hope for this silly old hag that one day, her old
box of traditions will be found and opened and them ideas and traditions will be seen to

be more than just an old woman’s nonsense after all. That’d be funny, now, wouldn’t it?

(She starts to falter)
Keep hold of her for a little bit longer if you don’t mind. Then let her have her quiet
time, preparing for her new life.
Finally quiet.
Thank you all.
All my lovely children.
She slumps, silent. She's gone

The end.

(7935 words)
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A CRITICAL COMMENTARY ON LEAH COUSINS
INTRODUCTION - The fourth wall as a semi-permeable membrane

Preamble: Once, at a Tudor re-enactment event at a large country house, | heard a fellow
visitor ask one of the re-enactors (a member of a Tudor musical band) if she could take a
photograph. "What do you mean, mistress?" asked the enactor. "Take a picture™ said the
woman, holding her camera aloft. "Get over here boys", yelled the enactor to his colleagues -
"this woman is going to make a picture of us with her little black box". As the band moved
away after the photo was taken, one Tudor character muttered audibly to another, and to the

amusement of the woman and all us other 21 century visitors - "Quite mad, clearly!"

Whilst the woman got her photograph, the re-enactor’s use of the word ‘make’ rather than
‘take’ had allowed his character to stay within the vocabulary and understanding of the era he
was portraying. His fellow re-enactor’s pronouncement on the woman’s sanity, suggested to
the audience that whatever she’d done with her ‘little black box’ it was clearly beyond their
understanding — which, of course, historically it would have been.

The performer had crossed the boundary between the fiction and the audience - what is
generally known as the fourth wall. In character, he spoke directly to a member of the
audience but carefully avoided any anachronism which might force him out of character. The
woman had offered a difficult challenge by hinting at technology not known by the Tudors,
but the re-enactor exercised what improvisation specialist Alison Goldie calls “The Number
One Rule of Improvisation: Say Yes’. He did not avoid the challenge but engaged with the
audience and found a way to answer. The satisfaction of the audience was not just in
watching the Tudor characters, the impact was increased by our shared delight in how the
performer had manipulated the language of his answer to avert a dilemma. We could see the
performer as well as the character.

The re-enactor’s quick-thinking improvisation had allowed the fourth wall to be flexible

enough to keep the authenticity of both centuries intact.

This dissertation: This tiny encounter inspired me to examine more closely the opening-up
of the relationships between characters, performers and audiences, especially across the

! Alison Goldie The Improv Book (London: Oberon Books,. 2015) p78
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barrier of “history’. It will look briefly at the history of theatre-performance work which has
allowed for the audience to participate actively in the drama. Different ways in which the
audience can be invited to participate and share agency with the performer will be examined.
It will also address to what extent these invitations might impact on the response of the
audience, and therefore, in turn, alter the content of the play and its delivery by a performer
required to improvise accordingly.

It asks why active participation by the audience might increase their involvement and

enjoyment.

The creative piece is a 50-minute solo play called Leah Cousins — which characterises an
18™ century midwife. Her name and a snippet of her history are taken from a section of
George Crabbe’s 1807 poem, The Parish Register 2. Leah is thwarted in her career by the
arrival of a fashionable man-midwife into her village, a young man by the name of Dr Glibb.
The topic came to my notice after listening to an episode of BBC radio’s “In Our Time’ about
Sterne’s novel Tristram Shandy, in which the character of a man-midwife, Dr Slop, features.?
In following up my interest, | happened upon the Crabbe poem.

I envisaged the play as a conversation between Leah and a group of guests — as whom the
audience would be cast. It is the relationship between the performer, Leah and her guests, that

will test the theories of the dissertation.

2 George Crabbe The Parish Register http://www.gutenberg.org/ebooks/5208 Last accessed June 2018 - See

appendix 1 for a transcription of the section on Leah Cousins.

3In Our Time Radio 4 podcast series https://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/b0418phf accessed September 2017
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CHAPTER 1- CONTEXT
e Terminology

e Historical context

Terminology

The term “Fourth Wall” was first coined, in his original French, by the playwright and critic
Jean Jullien in his essay 'Le Theatre Vivant' in 1892 *. He used it to describe the imaginary
barrier not just between the actors and the audience but between the world of the fiction of
the drama and the non-fictional world of the audience.

The relationships between the participants in a theatrical performance are complex and to
imagine the fourth wall as a straight-forward dividing-line, over simplistic. The world on the
stage is a ‘real” world in the sense that the actors, the set, the auditorium etc. are all physical
entities. Equally the audience is not separable from the fiction in that, as Roland Barthes
suggests in his 1967 essay ‘The Death of the Author’ °, they bring to it their own knowledge,
ideas and interpretation. Two performances can never be the same — the audience is always
having an effect - is always in some way participating.

Even when not invited to participate directly, the audience express their reactions — as Gareth

White describes in his detailed work on participatory theatre:

Of course, all audiences are participatory. Without participation performan