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In gays gone by
Offbeat
autobiographical
play The Past Is a
Tattooed Sailor, by
author Simon Blow,
keeps tales of his
past alive via witty
dialogue and vivid
memories. The show
runs at the Old Red
Lion Theatre in
Islington until next
Saturday (27 Aug).
Here, Simon recalls
the time he spent
with his greatuncle, the socialite
Stephen Tennant,
and how that time
shaped his years as
a young adult.

What made you write the play?
It didn’t occur to me until sometime after Uncle Stephen
died that there was a drama for me here. But then the
character of my uncle began to seize hold of me, and I
began to miss his affection for me and that dream which
he created at Wilsford Manor. Wilsford Manor – or Sky,
as I call it in the play – became like a home to me. No
other relation was made as welcome as I was. Then I
realised that what I was doing was giving him back his

Steel Magnolias
The Hope Theatre, runs until 3 September

*****

Having never seen the iconic
movie, I made my way to
the Hope Theatre a blank
canvas. This is a magical
story told through the
gossip of Southern women.
I’m not a person who cries
easily, but come the end my
eyes were glistening.
Produced by David Ralf
and directed superbly by
Matthew Parker, is set in the
middle of the Hope Theatre
with the audience watching
from either side of the
stage. This novel setting
allows for amusing asides
and a rather intimate
voyeuristic experience.
Five quite powerful
characters: M’Lynn, Ousier,
Clairee, Shelby, Truvy, and a
demure Annelle, played by
Ariel Harrison, hurtle
through the script with such
voracity the show is entirely
intoxicating and draws you
deep within their lives as
they bitch and gossip about
everyone in town, including
themselves. There is no true
nastiness, only the
endearing company of
38

women supporting each
other in a community that is
somewhat introspective.
This is an extremely
witty and endearing script,
but belies the oncoming
story of the pretty in pink
Shelby, played by the
effervescent Samantha

Shellie, as the ladies and
audience learn of her
chronic illness and simple
desire to become a mother.
A touching production.
Niall McDougall
Steel Magnolias runs until 3
September at the Hope
Theatre, 207 Upper Street,
Islington, N1 1RL
(thehopetheatre.com).

youth. I made him happy while I learned about our family.
Suddenly I was on the inside of the Tennant family again.
Then, when he died and signed no will, I plummeted – the
home I had trusted to be there forever and to be mine
had gone. And this is where a main strand of the drama
had to be; slowly I realised the machinations that had
been going on behind my back.
What memories do you have from your 20s and 30s?
Throughout my 20s I was trying to find some secure
place for myself. I was an orphan. Both my parents had
died before I was 24. With my upper class voice or drawl,
I didn’t feel I fitted into the gay pub scene. Yet I didn’t
want to go back to the predictable lives of my landed
relations. I began to travel – to escape from relations who
reminded me that I had no money by comparison with
them. Like my mother’s brother in Yorkshire, who sat on a
5,000-acre estate, kept many hunters in the stables there,
and when I asked him if he could look after a horse I had
scraped together to buy, he wrote to me: “You’ve got no
money – sell it.” That hit hard to a 16-year-old boy.
What was being gay like in your youth, compared to
today? And which era do you prefer and why?
I never felt there was a shortage of gay places in my
youth. And I had plenty of gay friends –
quite a few much older than myself.
I would go to The Colony Room in
Dean Street, run by the outspoken
Muriel Belcher. The Colony was more
old Soho bohemian than gay in the
modern sense, and nobody could care
less about your sexual preferences. I
based The Erratic Club in my play on
the Colony. And I don’t really have a
fondness for a particular era, I don’t
think a writer should be biased in that way. In my head
everyone is alive – the dead as much as the living.
The Past Is a Tattooed Sailor runs until 27 August at Old
Red Lion Theatre, 418 St John Street, EC1V 4NJ.

Screens
Theatre 503, runs until 3 September

*****

With pungent themes that
get under the skin and stay
there, this taut drama is so
timely that it feels like it was
written just before the
actors appear on stage.
Actually, author Stephen
Laughton says that he
continually adjusts the
dialogue to keep it fresh
and relevant.
Directed by Cressida
Brown in a minimalistic
space that offers the
audience telling glimpses of
each character’s phone
screen, the play is populated
with people who use labels
to define themselves and
everyone around them,
whether they realise it or
not. And with identity based
on such a superficial
foundation, it’s hardly
surprising that they’re
shaken to the core by an
unexpected revelation.
Al (Declan Perring) has
set up his first Grindr profile
and is annoyed that guys

keep greeting him with a
cock pic. The one exception
is Ben (Paul Bloomfield), so
they set up a meeting.
Meanwhile, Al’s
sharp-as-a-tack sister Ayse
(Nadia Hines) taunts him
about his love life while also
tormenting her boyfriend
Charlie (George Jovanovic).
And Al and Ayse’s Cypriot
mother Emine (Fisun
Burgess) is fretting over the
discovery of a dead cat
when an email arrives that
changes the family’s view of
who they are.
These people challenge
our sympathy with their
rash judgments and
impulsive actions. But
there’s a complexity to each
person that adds fire to the
interaction. In this sense, the
most likeable person is
Perring’s Al, a young gay
man just trying to be himself
and also working to
understand others, even
when they push his buttons.

Yes, the title has a
double meaning: both those
things we look at all day and
the barriers we put up
around us. And in its
bracingly astute
observations, it can’t help
but make us see political
issues from new angles.
Screens runs until 3
September at Theatre 503,
The Latchmere, 503
Battersea Park Road, SW11
3BW (theatre503.com).
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