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Knives in Hens

While researching Scottish history during
the renearsal process of Knives in Hens.
| came across a passage in TC Smout's
A History of the Scattish People 1560
1830, which seemed 1o encapsulate
the Lrutn sehind the play, and which |
enthusiastically read aloud to the cast:

‘After the harvest, most lowland
peasants were abliged to take their
grain 1o the water mill to which they
were ‘thirled’ [bound] by their tenure
and then obliged to pay a heawy
“multure’ [fee] to have it ground into
meal. Throughout Scotland this servitude
was resented and evaded if possible.

It made the miller both an important
and an unpopular figure in the
community, as indeed, he seems to have
been throughout Europe: "I care for
nobady, no not |, if noboedy care for me.”
[The refrain frem the folk song.

The Miller of Dee]

The mill had further to be supported by
peasant labour conscripted to repair
the leets and weirs, and to carry a new
mill stone from the nearest quarry when
the old one broke. This last was one of
the occasions that united the community
in effort and enjoyment. The stone had
to be trundied over the bad roads on

its circular edge with 2 young tree
thrust through the centre like an axe,
an operation needing a great deal

of labour and ale to cany to a
successful conclusion.”

It was some weeks later, when reading
an interview with David Harrower in the
programme of his 2006 West End hit,

Blsckbiral, that | realised that this was

no coincidence. The young Scottish
playwright had chanced upon the same
passage, which had insgirad him to write
Hnives in Hens.

Premiered gt the Traverse Theatre in
1995, Knives in Hens was the first of
Harrower's plays to be performed. It has
gone on to became a major international
success, franslaled into aver 20
languages and given mora than 70
professional productions. Harrawer, now
40, has frequently been included in lists
of the brightest stars of a now genaration
of Brilish theatre witing alang with the
likes of Joe Panhall, David Eldidge and
fellow Scot, Gregory Burke, He has gone
on to write Kill the Old, Torture Their
Young (Traverse 1958), Presence (Royal
Court 2001} and Dark F1r'F
2003} as well as Blac)
Theatrs] and several stage adaplations.

He writes of Knives in Hens: | wanted
o create a world that seems incredibly
strange and archaio. A preindustial
wiarld, but | wanted 1o also think of it
metapharically — a verd where language
was only used very specifically. & world
so Immersed in the rhythms of work and
existence that there was no time for
autward things, where people lived within
nature and were not able to step outside
the wor'd and look st their place within it.'

However he has also been quoted as
saying: Wi nives n ens | can't
rwhat | was thinking

s wma')s this almost

235 of croation that gves
nis s\rr‘p\r tale of a miler, & plovghrman,
and the ploughman's wife its elsmentsl,

dreamike qualty - and wnich has been
the sourcs of its farreaching popularly.

Scotland at the end of the 1Bth century
was a country on the brink of a radical
social and economic transformation.
Inthe 1780s and 90s the intraduction
of naw technology led to the rapid
growtn of the textlie industry, swelling
the populations of twwns and cities
eanwhile in the countryside the
growlh of the agricultural export, trade
to England prompted the englosure of
lang. which had previousy been neld
in commen, inte medern farms run

by businessman farmers.

Howeser, far many of the Scoitish
peasantry in toth lowlands end highlands
these changes were no more than &
stant rumour and life went on as it had
done since Ume immamaorial. In 1801
Sealland was still & predominantly rural
nation, with anly seven lowns af mere
than 10,000 inhabitants. Traditional r
were paid to traditional lairds for lands
which consisted af open, ridged, slony
fields cotted with pools of bopey waler
ard tall thickets of gorse,

oly separated settlomen

i the mogern sense, the econanic,
social and religious Ife of the peasants
was dominaled by centuries-old tradition.
The laird owned the fand, whi
frequentiy Liled in comman by
tenants snd Leir labourers known
&5 ‘crofters’ or ‘toltars.’

was

of thelr food
ssities of life

They produced virluall
and most of the alher o

nts

themseives, with meney almost irelevant
i m where barter dominated and
paid in flour. Hard female
Isbour was an e;
apriculture
hushangs sl narvest and at haytime,
carting and mucking, as well as
carmying aul domesto 1asis.

A typical cottar dwelling consisled of &
stone Aut with walls five ‘set high and
twelve foet long, 3 roof thatched with
steaw, and an earth fioor, Even tae larger
houses of prosperaus farmers frequently
had only Lo rooms in which the family
and their servants, labourers and animals
would sleep. Furniture was usually limited
10 a few stools and chiests, & bed,
& cooking pot. snd a wesh L,

wihile Scottish peasants of U period
nad & reputation for comparalively

nigh love's of teracy, in many areas
opportunities for education were limited.
Parishes of fifty square miles might have
anly o1 school and one schoolmaster.
and atlandance was not compuiso:

Limited Lnough it was, education
gradusly began W broaden horizons
and erode the crust of irrslional custonm
The reorganisation of agriculture aweay
from inefficient sommunal methoos and
Mase migration to the growing industris|
tawns folowsd. For te peasants the
changes meant liberation from an
salated and povertystricken existence —
fut also the end of a cooperatiis w
of life in 2 community whara foliow
was both essential and wer real.

Stuart Watson




KNIVES IN HENS

by David Harrower

THE CREW
First performance of this production: 8 February 2008
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In the Studio
An outstanding modern play

presented in reperioire aver
two weeks.
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The Questors Youth Thealre presents

a fantastically theatrical praduction
full of tall tales and adventure.
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Biographies

Julian Casey - Gilbert Harn

Julian began acting at Leeds
University and made his debul in
1987 as Hector in Troilus and
Cressiga. He joined The Quastars

in March 2008 and has since played
Roger in Mauth to Mouth, Ged Murray
in Comedians and Buorachio in

Musch Ado Abcut Mathing,

Sarah Hannah - Young Woman

Sarah graduated from Drama Studio
Londan in 2002, This is Sarah’s third
production at The Questors, She has
also appeared in Bloody Poetry and
Vincenl in Brixton. Her theatre and
film credits include: Anteny and
Ciaopatra, National Tour; Fastest
Clack in the Universe; New Venture
Brigh Martelling an
Mational Thealre, Telst
Films {due for cinema reloas

the Sai

Asperation
2008),
! Want Candy, Baggy Joe Productions
and inside/0ur, Arcadian Productions.

Ryan Hurst - Pony William

Ryan's first show at Questors was
the cortroversial Mercury Fur and this is
his second. Ryan trained at Rose Brufard
College. Thealre credits inclide Pal Joey,
Alan Ayckbourn's Confusfons, A Smail
Family Business (Minerva & Chichesler
Festival Theatre] and Absolute Hell (ICA).
Radio credits include The Dark Towor
(BEC R4, TV credils include Emmerdaie,
Sealt Saunders in Brockside, City

Central, Casualty and The People Are
The Forest. Film credits include Chester
Davenpert in Interval for MTV, for which
Ryan won the MTV Best Actor Award

Stuart Watson - Director

This is Stuart Watson's directoria
debut at The Queslors. He has
appeared as an dgclor in Comedians
and Bouncers. Directing credits
elsewhere include The Calfector
(Jermyn Street Theatre/Actors
Centre), The Revenger's Tragedy,
Arms and the Man. Blue/Orange,
Dogg's Hamfet Cahoot's Macbeth,
Les Liaisons Dangereuses, Sauce
for the Goose and The Country

Wife (all Pulney Arts Theatrel.

Alex Agg - Set Designer

Alex is happy to return to The
Questors after designing Bouncers
{Sludio, 2003), foad (Playhouse,
2004, and Ringback (Studio, 2004).
Alex has enjoyed working on the odd
theatre production whilsl spending
the past four years working in

evenl praduction design throughout
London. Regent work includes

The Merchant of Venice, KDC

at Barons Courl Thealre) and

Take Two (Galehouse, Highgate).

lan Crawford — Composer/
Performer Original Music
From 2003 - 2006, lan was Artistic

Director of Putney Arls Theatre where
he has directed and produced

many productions. As a composer,
productions include Arabian Nights,
Grimm Tales, Treasure Isiand, Wilde
Tales and The Libertine. As Musical
Director, work Includes Honk! and
numMerous revues. Sound design work
ncludes Ow Country’s Good, The
Libertine, Tartutie, An ideal Husband
and The Templ

A Servant to Two
Masters

1- 8 March 2008

In the: Playhouse

Like the besl of farces, Lhe plat
is pure whipped cream.

The Caucasian Chalk
Circle

8 - 15 March 2008
In the Studio

Brecht uses storytelling to explare
deep themes.

Exhibitions

Our regular art exhibitions offer &
wonderful opportunity for local artists
1o display thair work,

Please take time to have a look
when visiting the theatre.

For details on upcoming
exhibitions or on exhibiting
your work, please contact
Jane Mason in the Questors
Office on 020 8567 0011.

The Railway Children

21 - 29 March 2008

In the Playhouse

A well loved family classic with
serious messages at its core.




