
DOCTOR OF PHILOSOPHY

Queer Identity in Performance in Northern Ireland

Rea, Niall

Award date:
2016

Awarding institution:
Queen's University Belfast

Link to publication

Terms of use
All those accessing thesis content in Queen’s University Belfast Research Portal are subject to the following terms and conditions of use

            • Copyright is subject to the Copyright, Designs and Patent Act 1988, or as modified by any successor legislation
            • Copyright and moral rights for thesis content are retained by the author and/or other copyright owners
            • A copy of a thesis may be downloaded for personal non-commercial research/study without the need for permission or charge
            • Distribution or reproduction of thesis content in any format is not permitted without the permission of the copyright holder
            • When citing this work, full bibliographic details should be supplied, including the author, title, awarding institution and date of thesis

Take down policy
A thesis can be removed from the Research Portal if there has been a breach of copyright, or a similarly robust reason.
If you believe this document breaches copyright, or there is sufficient cause to take down, please contact us, citing details. Email:
openaccess@qub.ac.uk

Supplementary materials
Where possible, we endeavour to provide supplementary materials to theses. This may include video, audio and other types of files. We
endeavour to capture all content and upload as part of the Pure record for each thesis.
Note, it may not be possible in all instances to convert analogue formats to usable digital formats for some supplementary materials. We
exercise best efforts on our behalf and, in such instances, encourage the individual to consult the physical thesis for further information.

Download date: 23. May. 2023

https://pure.qub.ac.uk/en/studentTheses/a83fbdbc-42a7-423f-97af-f1a22d092986


Queer Identity in Performance 
in Northern Ireland

Dissemination through Live Performance, 
with Attention to its Post-Conflict Context.

A thesis submitted in fulfilment of the requirements for 
degree of Doctor of Philosophy

to the

Faculty of Arts, Humanities and Social Sciences, 
School of Creative Arts,

Queen’s University, Belfast

by

Niall Rea (M.A., B.A.Hons.)

2016



Abstract

This thesis investigates queer identity in performance in Northern Ireland, focusing on 

its socioculturally disruptive agency. Queer theory provides a poststructuralist 

paradigm that unsettles any binary structures in the analysis of gender and sexuality in 

social, historical and cultural studies. Its disruptive analysis can also be harnessed to 

subvert the outwardly dysfunctional sectarian binary in Northern Irish society by 

critiquing the construction of identities. I explore this localised interpretation of queer 

and argue for a re-evaluation through a ‘queer reading’ (or ‘queering’) of recent 

Northern Irish cultural/theatrical history, contending that this geographically particular 

reading of queerness can place it as a desegregated identity exemplar. The practice 

portion of the thesis then stages this desegregating queer agency and explores its 

potentials for cultural comment and critical reordering.

I approach the research as a scholar and a theatre practitioner, with the result 

that the thesis is undertaken and organised as a 60% written dissertation along with 

40% creative practice. Firstly the thesis explores the somewhat obfuscated history of 

gay characters in Northern Irish drama (especially in non-canonical, alternative works) 

and their attendant queerness or disordering (or reordering) potentials in relation to the 

ethnosectarian conflict and also contemporary post-conflict Northern Ireland. I will pay 

particular attention to cross-dressed characters in performance as both popular and 

subversively queer parodies that often collapse sectarian binaries. I then theorise how 

this queer agency can work dramaturgically through my practice and how its 

transformative potentiality can be harnessed through such cultural interventions. I will 

conclude that the localised Northern Irish lens establishes a model of situating and 

understanding queer that, through engaging with the discourse around conflict 

resolution, provides a useful alternative identity marker beyond any binaries.
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Preface

Original material for this thesis, specifically parts of Chapters Two and Three, have 

been published during the period of candidature as the following book chapters: 

‘Sexuality and the Dysfunctional City: Queering Segregated Space,’ in Deviant Acts: 

Essays on Queer Performance, ed. by David Cregan, (Dublin: Carysfort Press, 2009) 

pp. 113-31; and ‘Belfast Drag: The Performance of Gender Disidentification in 

Northern Ireland,’ in Irish Masculinities: Reflections on Literature and Culture, ed. by 

Caroline Magennis and Raymond Mullen, (Sallins: Irish Academic Press, 2011) pp. 49- 

64.

The creative work of the writing, direction and design of Divided, Radical, And 

Gorgeous (DRAG), was carried out in collaboration with my company TheatreofplucK, 

Northern Ireland’s first publicly funded queer theatre company. The actors, technicians, 

and administrative crew have given generous contributions in their specific areas, but 

the overall concept for the performance: casting, script development and writing, 

performance style, design ideas and direction constitute my contribution.
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Introduction

Subject of Thesis

Over the last quarter of a century queer theory has gained increasing momentum in the 

post-structuralist field of cultural studies and critical theory, with an attendant 

expansion of utility into theatre and performance studies. The term describes a 

deconstructive, anti-binary, and anti-heteronormative theoretical approach to gender 

and sexuality formed out of an extension to firstly feminist studies and then gay and 

lesbian studies. Queer theory explores the social construction of gendered identity, 

challenging any notion that gender can be directly mapped onto genital biology and 

sexual acts, through exploring mismatches, deviances and non-heteronormative 

behaviours and subjectivities. It calls for a disruptive and anti-essentialist1 framing in 

its critical engagement with various fields of study; although a continuing challenge is 

to find ways of assessing and analysing its ‘slippery’ terms of definition and potentials 

when dealing with quotidian realities. The sociocultural and political utility of a queer 

theoretical approach when brought into public framing through performance2 in 

Northern Ireland is the subject of this study.

Through its deconstruction of gendered identities, queer theory has radical 

implications for all identity differences and distinctions that could be constructed in the 

same way. Challenging gendered identity construction is to challenge all such identity 

constructions. Received notions of the ethnosectarian identities at play in Northern 

Ireland can be disrupted through the queering paradigm, in that just as the construction

1 Essentialism here holds the view that all categories of people have intrinsically different 
characteristics and dispositions and can be neatly divided according to strict subjectivities. An anti- 
essentialist position would contest this.
2 This thesis is concerned with performance in Northern Irish drama, comedy and cabaret. It mostly 
explores live performance but also touches on recorded performance in television and radio. There are 
is also some attention to extra-theatrical public performance - e.g. parades, protests etc.
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of gendered identities can be interpreted against discourses of power and subjectivity, 

so too the supposed stability of these ethnosectarian identities in Northern Ireland can 

be read and disturbed. Queer theory proposes that masculine and feminine identities are 

inherently unstable and could be understood as anticipated, rehearsed, repeated and 

ritualised.3 The ostensibly dominant Northern Irish binary of loyalist/unionist and 

republican/nationalist traditions/identities could correspondingly be thought of as 

constructed and legitimised through similar anticipations and repetitions that also 

manifest as tribal rituals. The two dominant religious doctrines in the province, 

Protestantism and Catholicism, are correspondingly overlaid on this ethnopolitical 

prescription. This resultant two communities tribal model monopolises any discourse 

on Northern Ireland to the point of becoming somewhat internalised, like gender, in the 

populace.4 The matrix of possible identities outside this binary are usually framed 

within or alongside or in contrast to this dominant model. The central premise of my 

research is that studying queer subjectivities through their performance in Northern 

Ireland outside/against these identitarian constructions can expose and unsettle this 

performative paradigm of reified sectarian identity as well as gendered identity. It can 

also demonstrate an example of alternative, more inclusive and less dysfunctional 

modes of social relations for the present conflict transformation period.

This study expands the field of Irish queer performance studies in that it 

highlights non-canonical and unpublished works, which I have had the privilege to 

receive directly from theatre practitioners working in the Northern Ireland. It is also 

enriched by a performative approach, which harnessed direct queer memories in the

3 One of the founding texts of queer theory by Judith Butler, Gender Trouble (1989), set up this 
performative paradigm for gender construction.
4 I acknowledge that in reality this binary is not neatly divided, with certain overlaps and myriad 
identities to be found under both sides. But this two community model domination is reinforced by the 
performative paradigm outlined.
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form of a staged bricolage using gay autobiographical material to form the practice 

portion of the research. The practice stages this particular Northern Irish queer agency, 

where a homosexual character and his or her’ attendant queerness takes centre stage, 

and examines the resultant disruptive and transformative potentials alongside various 

feedback loops.* * * * * 6

Aim of thesis.

The aim of this thesis, therefore, is to investigate, both theoretically and practically, 

how the agency of queer identity in performance in Northern Ireland can engage 

positively as a critical counter-heteronormative subjectivity through entering public 

discourse as a kind of counterpublic.7

Scope of thesis

This thesis will focus on exploring and demonstrating the disruptive potentials of queer 

identities in performance in Northern Ireland, through a queer historiographical 

analysis and in the creation of a new queer performance piece. There will be some 

contextual reference to the period before 1983 (the date the first out gay character 

appeared in Northern Irish drama8) using extra-theatrical9 performances, alongside

•’ I acknowledge that my own male queer subjectivity is brought to bear on this project; framing its
inception, structure, subjects of interrogation and final production. My main two collaborators were
gay men from different backgrounds in Northern Ireland and as such we cannot purport to represent in
any way a gay female perspective directly. I did have some dramaturgical feedback from lesbian 
colleagues, however, which influenced the third iteration of the praxis, and allowed some discussion
around all Northern Irish queer subjectivities.
6 Audience questionnaires, post-show discussions, critical press reviews, related panel forum 
discussions, and a specially commissioned interpretative phenomenological analysis by Ellen Burns. 
Appendices II, III, IV, V and VI.
7 A dominated minority group asserting its status in public discourse, explored further below.
8 The first out native Northern Irish gay character that I could find was ‘Nipper' in Martin Lynch's 
Crack Up produced by Stage 80 in 1983.
9 Performances outside traditional performance venues; parades, public commemorations, 
demonstrations, etc..



productions from outside the province, and obfuscated early indications of staged 

queerness. The majority of the historical research, however, explores the post

legalisation10 and post-conflict* 11 transformation period. The discussion will not dwell 

on well-trodden ground concerning disputes of national identities, the genesis of 

Northern Ireland by partition of the island of Ireland, or the origins of the conflict 

colloquially known as ‘The Troubles.’ Instead it will reconsider the traditionally 

perceived two-community model (Protestant/loyalist/unionist and 

Catholic/republican/nationalist) through interrogating how queer representations can 

unsettle this narrow discourse of identity. The plays and performances examined have 

variously staged queer identities (mostly gay male characters12) consciously to disrupt 

this simplistic binary. This is not an exhaustive chronology but rather a collection of 

explorations that intersect at the point where queer theory meets performance studies 

in Northern Ireland. The practice, especially, will foreground this intersection where 

queer minoritarian world-making 13 enterprises outside essentialised notions of 

ethnosectarian identity and gender classifications provide an alternative, desegregated, 

theatrically-staged intervention.

Overview of thesis: methodology and structure

Methodology

10 Homosexuality was decriminalized in Northern Ireland in 1982 following the Dudgeon v the United 
Kingdom case at the European Court of Human Rights which granted the right to a private sexual life.
11 For the purposes of this thesis the signing of the Belfast Agreement (or the Good Friday Agreement) 
in 1998 will mark the beginning of the post-conflict period.
12 I could not find a publicly performed native Northern Irish lesbian character in the course of my 
research before a rehearsed reading of Brenda Murphy’s Baby It’s Cold Outside as part of the 
OUTBURST festival in November 2011 which then went on to receive a full theatrical production at 
the MAC arts centre, Belfast in January 2014. Derry Frontline’s version of Frontline’s Time Will Tell in 
1989 does feature the character of the lesbian daughter in the North West of England born to Northern 
Irish parents. This diasporic character is examined in Chapter Two.
13 Queer theoreticians such as Conrad and Munoz use the phrase ‘world-making’ to describe the 
community building and kinship processes that queer people forge outside heteronormativity.
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I approach this thesis as a scholar and a theatre practitioner, and have used both 

theoretical and practical research in the examination of queer identities in performance. 

The thesis is organised, therefore, as 60% written dissertation and 40% creative work. 

My dual position is integral to the approach, with the result that both the written 

material and the aligned performance offer a unique and original perspective. My status 

as a professional theatre designer in Northern Ireland since the 1990s has given me 

privileged access to the work of other theatre practitioners in the province. This has 

resulted in a number of key interviews with writers, actors and directors and a unique 

concomitant examination of previously hidden, non-canonical and unpublished scripts. 

The interviews not only provided insight for the historiographical and sociocultural 

research in Chapters Two and Three, but also inspired queer moments for improvisation 

in rehearsal that contributed to the practice research piece Divided, Radical And 

Gorgeous. The practice was also developed from response to the key texts and dramas 

studied and queer biographical material from myself and the two main collaborative 

artists;14 this enmeshed development resulted in a hybrid piece of performative research 

specific to my inquiry.

Practical components have become widespread in arts research and while there 

is still much debate on how they can be characterised, standardised, valued and 

organised across various fields, there is much agreement on their value as an approach 

which challenges and extends theoretical work. There can be differences in how such 

research is described and used (practice-based, practice-led, practice-related, practice- 

as-research, performative research) but this variation depends largely on how the 

practice relates to the focus of the overall research project. In this study the practical

14 For Iterations One and Two I collaborated with drag artist Trudy Scrumptious (Gordon Crawford) 
and for Iteration Three I worked with professional actor Paul Boyd.
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theatrical element of my research followed the Arts and Humanities Research Council 

research guidelines defined as a project which will answer a research question (or series 

of research questions),15 which specifies the context for this (these) question(s), and 

which has a clear methodology. This thesis does not seek to define what practice is in 

relation to research but rather this praxis (theory imbricated within practice) project 

productively extends the specific theoretical knowledge of the written part of this 

particular examination. A contribution to knowledge is produced by the processual 

engagement of the praxis with the documentation produced around it.

The initial historiographical analysis illuminates the somewhat obfuscated gay 

identities in Northern Irish drama, along with their attendant queer sociocultural 

ramifications (or lack there off), and also provides a point of departure for the practice 

portion of the research. The praxis then along with its attendant feedback loops are 

analysed to explore this sociocultural agency of queer identity in performance in 

Northern Ireland and the extent to which it can intervene critically and transformatively 

through entering public post-conflict discourse. Although the performed practice 

disseminates the research and allows for the opportunity to gauge a response to this 

particular cultural intervention, it could also stand alone as a means of communicating 

this queer agency, providing an original contribution to the field. The written portion 

of a doctoral thesis, however, requires the contextualisation and complimentary 

reflective exegesis around the praxis, meaning that this study could be said to be 

‘practice-centred’; where Chapters One, Two and Three produce theoretical material to 

assist the practical exploration and Chapters Four, Five and Six contextualise and 

reflect on this exploration. There will also be a short interchapter which describes the 

practice at the centre of the study.

15 See Aim of thesis above.
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Structure

The thesis is structured to reflect the three stages of research: the theoretical 

examination of queer identities in Northern Ireland and their associated appearances in 

drama, comedy and cabaret performance, including an attention to cross-dressed 

examples (Chapters One, Two and Three); the practical exploration of their agency 

through a creative work inspired by this first stage of study, which sits conceptually 

alongside Chapter Four; and the analysis and discussion of the creative work and its 

reception in light of the critical framework (Chapter Five and Six).

The first Chapter provides the background for the study; locating the queer 

paradigm in the sociocultural and political context of Northern Ireland. After an initial 

overview of the origins of queer theory, and the genesis of Northern Ireland and the 

Troubles, there is an exploration of how this queer theoretical device might be located 

and utilised against the particular socio-political matrix of the province; models of 

ethnic queer theory are especially useful when mapped onto this matrix. The public 

sphere in Northern Ireland has been largely perceived as a two community model, and 

this has been further reified since the Belfast Agreement1*’ and the establishment of a 

consociationalist17 mode of government, marking the beginning of the post-conflict 

period. This chapter, therefore, also explores how the queer impetus has countered the 

consequent erasure of public discourses inherent in this narrow model, with the

16 The Belfast agreement or Good Friday Agreement (GFA), was signed on April l()'h 1998. It marked 
a major turning point in the Northern Irish peace process (more later).
17 Consociationalism is a form of government used in states which have major internal divisions along 
ethnic, religious, or linguistic lines. It involves processes which acknowledge and institutionalize the 
differences apparent in the public sphere. The term was first used in an academic sense by political 
theorist Arend Lijphart in his study of government in the Netherlands (The Politics of Accommodation) 
which has used a form of the consociationalist system since the early twentieth century. Other countries 
which use this form of government include Belgium, Lebanon and Bosnia and Herzegovina.
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formation of a ‘counterpublic’;18 a counterpublic made manifest, in part, through 

performative interventions. It contends, with some examples, that there is a particular 

post-conflict opportunity for such interventions to provide alternative identitarian 

models that could reimagine the public sphere alongside conflict transformation.

Chapter Two uncovers a recurring trope of the homosexual character in 

Northern Irish drama both before and after the post-conflict threshold that destabilises 

and subverts the ethnosectarian discourse. In examining this homosexual trope in 

Northern Irish drama and its sometime tangential/sometime critical relation to a society 

in conflict, I wish to provide a queer historiography, which informs and contextualises 

my practice. In antagonising the hegemonic dysfunctional structures of the divided 

society in Northern Ireland, gay and queer19 characters in performance have had a 

special agency in its performance heritage. Their desegregated positionality has been 

exploited by various writers in disparate modes, some more successful than others. I 

consider the difference between an active destabilising agency in characters that are 

more ‘queer’ and characters that are simply sensationalistically ‘gay.’ My approach is 

framed within the notion of ‘queer memory’ resulting in a subversive queer 

historiography. While these performances were not completely hidden (apart from a 

few notable exceptions), exploring these non-canonical texts reveals a key convergence 

of theatre, community, geography and queer identity in Northern Ireland both during 

the conflict and during the following peace initiatives. By placing it alongside the 

'straight' history of the time this study seeks to provide a ’queer1 perspective on that

18 The model of counterpublic I use, as set out by Michael Warner, is a scene where a dominated group 
aspires to re-create itself as a visible body which counters the public discourses that dominate it 
(explored further later).
19 Not all gay characters are queer, more in Chapter Two.
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history. The disruption of all subjectivities, especially sectarian subjectivities, is the 

important tool harnessed by queer characters in Northern Irish drama.

In Chapter Three, I examine the success of gender disidentification in 

performance in Ulster, exploring how it points towards a fissure in the public 

relationship with traditional identity constructs and the role these constructs play in the 

day-to-day lives of society. Indeed a pointing out of the ridiculousness of the wider 

world outside the theatre/cabaret venue is the very purpose of these comic intersexed 

explorations and provides their destabilising affect. Their social agency often relies on 

this cross-gendered platform: there is the notion that a man can say things in a skirt that 

could not be said otherwise. In the socially more obfuscated sphere of the gay cabaret 

circuit in Belfast the drag queens too are the most popular performers and shamelessly 

exploit their ability to disrupt the ethnosectarian discourse through their socio- 

politically charged banter. An exposition of the intersection between the political 

binaries and the sexual binaries at play is perhaps a critical reason that explains the 

success of these parodic transgendered performances in Northern Ireland. The drag 

artists are at the front line of a marginal societal enterprise of forging a queer 

community, both in terms of a physical space and a theoretical social locus. Their 

agency works at the site of the paradox between the liveable and the unliveable identity 

constructions in heteronormative society. The marginal queer identity’s very survival 

depends on escaping the heteronormative constraints by which recognition of identity 

is confirmed.

In Chapter Four I set up the protocols for the practice portion of my research. I 

outline the dramaturgical practices that I referenced and utilised in my project, its 

rehearsal/performance methodologies and its research aims. My approach outlined 

earlier to the queer methodologies of my critical framework is anchored by a slippage

17



between the sexual and social meanings of the word ‘queer’. Its slipperiness means that 

a queer position can sometimes be seen as theoretically and practically unattainable. 

Autobiography in performance gives marginalised identities an authored counter- 

hegemonic voice - allowing the telling of our own stories, as it were. Indeed there is 

the notion that truly queer theatre is made through the direct and personal exposition of 

queer theatremakers. Through performance research I investigate the ways in which 

queer identity can disrupt any fixed readings of the conflict, its legacy and all post

conflict Northern Irish identities. I am especially interested in exploring the place 

between that transgendered queer characters can occupy phenomenologically on stage. 

Using my rehearsal and its resultant performance as a theatrical experiment, I tested the 

questions of my earlier research, exploring queer identities in the north of Ireland, their 

hidden history, their performative agency and their desegregating possibilities. A 

primary aim in my praxis is to analyse the value of individual queer memories and their 

ability to disrupt and challenge any culturally encoded scripts or ethnosectarian 

discourses in Northern Irish society.

In Chapter Five I document my practice and evaluate it in the light of the queer 

methodologies and research questions detailed in the previous chapters. I explore how 

this new examination of queer performance subjectivities in the Northern Irish post

conflict context worked in practice. I address the various dramatic devices employed 

and their success or otherwise. I am especially interested in how this queer identity in 

performance is affected by the marginalised life led during the Troubles, and its position 

in any future-oriented political discourse in Ulster. I explore how the final piece can be 

read as a queer cultural document in performance and expand on the resultant 

questioning of the construction of all identities in both conflict and post-conflict 

Northern Ireland.

18



Significance of the Study

The thesis undertakes an investigation into queer performance in Northern Ireland, and 

does this through a dual practical and theoretical methodology. In this study I will 

theorise a new approach to queer studies in Northern Ireland, and relate it to the 

evaluation of conflict transformation processes in the province. Methodologically, this 

investigation will further widen its investigation through the production of a live 

performance, which will produce additional research material and results in an iterative 

process. The performance seeks to discover the potentials of the destabilising agency 

of queer identities onstage and to share the research findings with an audience, it does 

not assume the success or otherwise of this method, rather it is a study in its usefulness 

as a form of intervention. The study offers a valuable and original approach to queer 

theory by locating it and stabilising it in a Northern Irish locus. I will provide a new 

model for its evaluation, and subsequently draw conclusions as to how socioculturally 

useful this model is. Thus I would argue that this examination offers an innovative and 

productive contribution to queer studies, performance studies and Northern Irish 

studies.
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Chapter One: Queer Identity in the Northern Irish Context.

Since its earliest use within both an emancipatory and academic framework, queer has 

been a somewhat ‘slippery’ term in both definition and usage. The reclamation of this 

formerly stigmatised word is usually attributed to the American gay rights group Queer 

Nation.20 Their initial manifesto sought to harness the anger at discrimination through 

reappropriating the word queer as a ‘sly and ironic weapon’21 turned back against a 

homophobic discourse, which sought to deny the LGBT22 community’s civil rights. 

Alongside this anti-discriminatory use, in the early 1990s queer theory2^ emerged, as 

an academic paradigm, from the field of feminist studies and lesbian and gay studies 

and was influenced by the work of Michel Foucault. He proposed that, as with other 

facets of human behaviour, the prescribed notions of sexuality at any particular moment 

and in any particular society are all products of socio-political human discourses in that 

time and place, rather than pure biological function. This anti-essentialist premise 

allows a re-thinking of notions of gender beyond the masculine/feminine binary, 

especially through consideration of homosexuality. The analysis of discourses of 

sexuality ‘has been undertaken most energetically by individuals and groups who have 

experienced the fullest, and at times deadliest, effects of the politics of sex.’ ~4

20 Queer Nation was an LGBT activist group set up in New York in March 1990 to combat an 
escalation of anti-gay violence and discrimination following the start of the AIDS epidemic in the 
1980s. Although dormant it has never officially disbanded.
21 From the text of the original Queer Nation manifesto which was handed out at the New York Gay 
Pride Day Parade in 1990. http://historvisaweapon.com/defconl/uueernation.html accessed May 12th 
2013.
22 The acronym LGBT (Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual and Trans) is the most common term used to cover the 
community of people with non-heteronormative sexuality and/or gender. The conflation of transsexual 
and homosexual issues can sometimes be seen as problematic but in terms of an emancipatory impetus 
in the conservative society of Northern Ireland they are very much associated and cross-fertilizing (see 
Appendix IVc).
22 Teresa de Lauretis is credited with first using the term ‘queer theory’ at a conference on gay and 
lesbian sexualities in 1990 at the University of California in Santa Cruz.
24 Tamsin Spargo, Foucault and Queer Theory (New York: Totem Books, 1999), p. 6.
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Foucauldian theories which propose sexuality as a historical product of discourses of 

social power inspired writers such as Judith Butler, Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick and David 

Halperin25 to re-examine issues around sex, gender, sexuality and identity; most 

notably in the field of post-structuralist cultural debate. Queer theoretical approaches 

sought to address the incoherencies in the relationship between chromosomal sex, 

gender and desire through examining incoherent subjects made visible through cross

dressing, hermaphroditism, gender surgery and gender androgyny, thus seeking to 

extend the choices people can make around their sexuality. Butler theorised that gender 

was ‘enacted and reproduced through individual acts and practices,’26 and this attention 

to the acted ‘performance’ of gender identity is particularly interesting in a Northern 

Irish context given its intersection with the coded extra-theatrical performances of 

ethnosectarian identity in its problematically segregated society.27 Butler’s theories of 

the ritualization of processes of gender performativity can be mapped onto engrained 

tribal rituals that promote sectarian identification in Northern Ireland. Schacht, for 

instance, posits that queer can be expanded beyond gendered oppression, ‘insomuch 

that Butler is correct that gender is a form of imitation for which there is no original 

script, [...] her important insight is equally applicable to all performances of oppression 

and inequality,’28 including sectarian divisions. These ethnosectarian identifications 

dominate public discourse in the Northern Ireland and have resulted in a dysfunctional

25 Judith Butler. Gender Trouble (New York: Routledge, 1990), Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick, Tendencies 
(Durham: Duke University Press, 1993), David M. Halperin, One Hundred Years of Homosexuality’ 
(Routledge: London, 1990).
26 Judith Butler, 'Performative Acts and Gender Constitution: An Essay in Phenomenology and 
Feminist Theory,’ in Sue-EUen Case ed., Performing Feminisms: Feminist Critical Theory and Theatre 
(Baltimore: John Hopkins University Press, 1990), pp. 270-82, p. 274.
27 One example of this extra-theatrical display of identity is examined by Kathryn Conrad in ‘The 
Politics of Camp: Queering Parades, Performance, and the Public in Belfast,' in. Deviant Acts: Essays 
on Queer Performance (Dublin: Carysfort Press, 1990), ed. by David Cregan. pp. 25-35, which 
highlights ‘the most obvious and contentious displays of identity, particularly in post-ceasefire 
Northern Ireland, has been through parades.’ p. 25.
28 Steven P. Schacht. 'Beyond the Boundaries of the Classroom: Teaching About Gender and 
Sexuality at a Drag Show,' in Journal of Homosexuality, 46.3-4 (2004), 225-40 (p. 237).
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two community tribal model, the genesis of which is detailed below. This segregating 

dysfunction also dismantles the unity of interests among the lower classes and relies on 

a refusal of hybridity in identity politics. As John Martin outlined:

political debate is dominated by national and religious questions, and 

the various sections of a polarized proletariat are apparently more 

willing to ally with their bourgeois co-religionists so as to engage in 

sectarian warfare, rather than co-operating in a united struggle to 

improve their living conditions as a class.29

The problematic social ontology of dominating polarised identities in Northern Ireland 

requires deconstruction and a queer approach is utilised in this study, through exploring 

the potentials of hybridity in identity politics.

For these initial queer theorists such as Butler, Sedgewick and de Lauretis, 

‘queer’ came to encompass all anti-heteronormative approaches in the understanding 

of sex, gender, sexuality and their relation to the wider socio-political discourse. Other 

theorists have usefully extended this primary engagement into ancillary projects of 

sociocultural intervention. Sedgwick proposed that binary processes of social power 

and disclosure limit all freedoms and understandings in sexuality, and in wider culture. 

She proposed that ‘the distinctively indicative relation of homosexuality to wider 

mappings of secrecy and disclosure, and of the private and the public, [...] were and 

are critically problematical for the gender, sexual and economic structures of the 

heterosexist culture at large.’30 Her epistemological exploration of "coming out" can be

29 John Martin, ‘The Conflict in Northern Ireland: Marxist Interpretations,’ in Capital & Class, 6.3 
(Winter 1982), 56-69 (p. 56).
30 Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick, The Epistemology of the Closet (Berkeley: University of California Press,
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usefully mapped on to the ethnosectarian ‘performance of identity’ divisions in 

Northern Irish society, in that under certain circumstances one might hide one’s 

religious/political background only to ‘come out’ as a member of one community or 

the other later. Butler’s notion of gender being anticipated, rehearsed and ritualised 

resonates with the tribalised rituals of sectarian filiations explored later. In this example 

of queer theory’s relation to Northern Ireland there emerges this slippage between the 

‘social’ and the ‘sexual.’ This slippage is highlighted in any attempt to manoeuvre queer 

theory analyses beyond marginal sexualities.

The twenty first century second wave of queer theorists31 have pushed the 

debate in many ways beyond its roots in marginal sexuality to embrace all strategies 

that work contra to normative ‘straight’ ideology, following Sedgwick’s earlier 

manifesto for ‘queer’ to *spin[s] ... outward along dimensions that can’t be subsumed 

under gender and sexuality at all.’32 Sara Ahmed returns to the etymological root of 

‘queer’ noting that ‘the word “queer” (from the Greek for cross, oblique, 

adverse)... itself “twists,” with a twist that allows us to move between sexual and social 

registers, without flattening them or reducing them to a single line.’33 This spinning 

outwards of ‘queer’ beyond sexuality is especially useful in the Northern Irish context 

in ‘the ways that race, ethnicity, postcolonial nationality criss-cross with these and other 

identity-constituting, identity-fracturing discourses.’34 As a post-structuralist paradigm

1990), p.71.

31 Sara Ahmed, Max H. Kirsch, and Jose Esteban Munoz are of particular interest to this thesis in that 
their phenomenological, sociological and ethnic queer models reverberate in the Northern Irish frame. 
Kathryn Conrad and Marian Duggan have also utilised the queer theory paradigm in direct reference to 
Northern Ireland.
32 Eve Kosofsky Sedgewick, Tendencies (Durham: Duke University Press, 1993) p. 9.
33 Sara Ahmed, Queer Phenomenlogy (Durham: Duke University Press, 2006) p. 161.
34 Eve Kosofsky Sedgewick, Tendencies (Durham: Duke University Press, 1993) p. 9.
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for disrupting sexuality alongside the ethnosectarian discourse in Northern Ireland it 

can operate as a counterpublic arena for debate.

I will first briefly outline the genesis of Northern Ireland and the thirty-year 

conflict known as the Troubles and then analyse the identity politics encountered in the 

NI public sphere and how queer might destabilise the ethnosectarian discourse 

established. Northern Ireland came into being in 1920 when The Government of Ireland 

Act split the island to establish Home Rule35 in twenty six largely southern counties, 

with the remaining six north eastern counties remaining part of the United Kingdom. 

The new state suffered from violent ethnosectarian tensions between the ruling 

Protestant majority and the minority disenfranchised Catholic populace. Following the 

death of over four hundred civilians between 1920 and 1922 the Royal Ulster 

Constabulary36 was formed to quell sectarian strife. After a period of relative calm 

following World War Two tensions surfaced again in the 1960s with the formation of 

a civil rights campaign, inspired by similar movements in the USA, which raised issues 

of perceived unfair treatment of Catholics by the predominantly Protestant/unionist 

government. Events escalated in the late 1960s, with demonstrations, marches and 

counter demonstrations culminating in major riots and street battles which left many 

city streets burnt out with the local populace fleeing for the relative safety of their own 

ethnosectarian community space. From 1968 to 1998 Northern Ireland daily life was 

dominated by continued violent enthnosectarian conflict, which became known as the 

Troubles; resulting in the death of over 3,500 with over 40,000 people injured. Most

35 Since the Act of Union in 1800 and the following abolishing of the Irish Parliament, Ireland had 
been governed directly from London. Political opposition to the union and system of government 
intensified after the Irish potato famine in the 1840s and a number ot Home Rule Bills were introduced 
by Irish members of parliament, with the minority Irish Protestant ruling class defending their position 
of power against such governmental change.
36 The Royal Ulster Constabulary (RUC) was formed overwhelming from the Protestant community, 
and was deeply distrusted by the Catholic minority population.
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major towns and cities had distinct ethnosectarianly divided urban spatial segregation; 

often with large ‘peace’ walls dividing communities alongside militarised, heavily- 

fortified police stations and barracks. The Troubles dominated socio-political life to an 

extant that ‘socially progressive change and cultural development occurred far later' 

in the province as opposed to the rest of the UK. These late developments had specific 

effects on the LGBT population of Northern Ireland during the conflict, and left a lot 

of ‘catching up’ to do in the post-conflict period. Following various paramilitary 

ceasefires and extensive peace negotiations in the 1990s, the 1998 Belfast (Good 

Friday) Agreement signalled the end of the worst years of the conflict. It included 

specific laws aimed at protecting equality and defending the LGBT community 

(amongst others) from discrimination. These laws however were initially implemented 

by direct rule from the Westminster government in London, with politicians (mostly 

unionist) at the devolved Stormont assembly in Northern Ireland continually failing to 

enact domestic policy changes that affected the LGBT community. The UK wide Civil 

Partnership Act for gay couples legislated by the Labour government resulted, by a 

quirk of local civil law, in the first UK civil partnerships occurring at Belfast city hall 

on December 19lh 2004. Partisan ethnosectarian politics continues to dominate the NI 

legislative assembly, but occasionally policy around LGBT rights has dominated socio

political debate, notably around issues of equal marriage, gay adoption and the ban on 

gay men donating blood. Successive DUP ministers have been criticised by the courts 

over their religiously biased stand on these policies, notably the health minister’s 

maintenance of the blood ban without medical evidence. There are signs of the province 

slowly adapting to diversity, for instance in the lifting of the ban on gay and unmarried

77 Marian Duggan, Queering Conflict: Examining Lesbian and Gay Experiences of Homophobia and 
Northern Ireland (Farnham: Ashgate, 2012), p. 12.
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couples adopting children in 2013, but NI identity politics still remains ostensibly 

trapped in a web of nationalist/unionist allegiances and hegemonies.

The dominating perceived binary of republican/Catholic and loyalist/Protestant, 

outlined above however, masks a much more complex web of identity positions in the 

public sphere.38 The conservative values of the unionist parties in particular do not 

always reflect the views of the public. Marian Duggan points out that institutionalised 

homophobia is primarily a manipulation of some prejudiced anti-gay members of the 

political leadership, and not necessarily the view held by the majority of the wider 

population in the province.39 Since the peace process began, however, certain levels of 

filiation to hard-line ethno-political (and homophobic) stereotypes have galvanised in 

certain areas; notable disenfranchised working class Protestant areas. The governing 

and largest political party, the Democratic Unionist Party (hereafter DUP), in particular 

have promoted these galvanising sectarian processes. McAuley comments that they 

have ‘continuously projected a specific notion of crisis and constitutional insecurity,'40 

from within the peace processes that strengthen ethno-political division. These 

divisions are reinscripted in that ‘ethnic identity, sectarianism and fear of the other 

survive in the synapses of individual memory [...], family, peer group and drinking 

club.' 41 The ‘fear of the other’ as promoted in this way can extend beyond the

38 For instance a recent example of a more complex and nuanced public sphere is in the results of a 
poll taken for the British Broadcasting Corporation of Northern Ireland by Ipsos Mori between January 
17th 2013 and January 26,h 2013, which showed that a larger proportion of Catholic respondents (38%) 
favoured staying within the United Kingdom than supported the republican ideal of a United Ireland 
(35%).
39 Marian Duggan, Queering Conflict: Examining Lesbian and Gay Experiences of Homophobia and 
Northern Ireland (Farnham: Ashgate, 2012).
40 James White McAuley, ‘Still “No Surrender”? New Loyalism and the Peace Process,- in Politics 
and Performance in Contemporary Northern Ireland, ed. by John P. Harrington and Elizabeth J. 
Mitchell (Amherst: University of Massachusetts press, 1999), pp. 57-81 (p. 75).
41 John P. Harrington and Elizabeth J. Mitchell, Politics and Performance in Contemporary Northern 
Ireland (Amherst: University of Massachusetts press, 1999), p. 3.
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ethnosectarian other to other sexualities (and races) in the post-conflict period. Coulter 

and Murray propose that:

the essential failing of the peace process is that it remains defined by 

political dispositions and discourses that cannot even imagine [...] such 

a progressive turn [...] and appear unwilling to conceive of the radical 

social transformation that peace will demand.42

The radical turn beyond sanctioned ethno-political arguments is one of the projects that 

has been undertaken by the cross-community queer project both during and after the 

troubles. Kathryn Conrad notes the ‘emancipatory potential’ of Northern Ireland’s 

‘queer counterpublic [...] in its orientation not so much against a state, but against the 

values and discourses that structure what passes for a dominant public.’42 Ahmed’s 

notion of orientation, where there is a slippage between the social and the sexual 

register of meanings in the word ‘queer,’ is applicable here. A societal reorientation is 

the queer counterpublic’s imperative, though it can sometimes seem to be a utopian 

futurity.

Northern Irish drama has considered this kind of theoretical utopian space 

through reorientating its geographical template which positions identity at the 

intersection of embodiment, place, and social practice. Eva Urban proposes that the 

Northern Irish dramatic ‘utopia [is] expressed not only through positive images, 

juxtapositions, anomalies and incongruities, but also by demonstrating destructive or 

oppressive social conditions.’ 44 An active exposition of queerness beyond the

42 Colin Coulter and Michael Murray. Northern Ireland After the Troubles: a Society in Transition 
(Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2008), p. 23.
42 Kathryn Conrad, 'Queering Community: Reimagining the Public Sphere in Northern Ireland, in 
Critical Review of International Social and Political Philosophy, 9.4(2006). 589-602 (p. 597).
44 Eva Urban, Community Politics and the Peace Process in Contemporary Northern Irish Drama 
(Bern: Peter Lang AG, 2011). p. 14.
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restrictive conservative values of Northern Ireland is the agency by which queer 

performance might be seen to work; even if that agency is future orientated. This queer 

utopian designation is explored by many dramatists in contemporary Northern Ireland 

and is explored more in Chapter Two. David Savran posits:

queer (as adjective or noun) remains for most cultural critics a deeply 

utopian designation: a locus of refusal, an unbinding of psychic and 

social energy, a destabilizing third term, a privileged mode of 

subversion.45

Beyond its utopian designation it becomes an identity destabiliser, which through its 

indeterminism can be a potent tool when subverting and attacking determined 

restrictive forces. These queer theories can cease to be useful if they become too 

indeterminate and removed from quotidian experience in any social, cultural or political 

discourse. But as counterpublics they can be used, as Johnson proposes, ‘to proffer 

potentially productive modes of resistance against hegemonic structures of power.'46 

They can become potently activated as a tool for attacking a variety of deterministic 

and restrictive binary practices (for instance the dysfunctional practices mentioned 

above that perpetuated the conflict in Northern Ireland).

45 David Savran, ‘Queer Theatre and the Disarticulation of Identity’ in The Queerest Art: Essays on 
Lesbian and Gay Theater ed. by Minwalla, Framji and Solomon, Alisa (New York: New York 
University Press, 2002), pp. 152-67 (p. 153).
46 E. Patrick Johnson, ‘Queer Theory,’ in The Cambridge Companion to Performance Studies ed. by 
Tracy C. Davis (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2008), pp. 166-81 (p. 166).
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A Local Lens: placing Northern Irish queerness

The contemporary consensus, which places ‘queer’ as a term that is slippery in its socio- 

sexual usage, can be hard to contain theoretically. Through my research, placed at the 

intersection of Irish studies, queer studies and performance studies, I can stabilise queer 

under a local lens using a threefold examination. I place this queer theoretical 

framework in a specifically Northern Irish context and use my queer performance 

practice and analyses to research this intersection. In the socio-political context of post

conflict Northern Ireland,47 queer may be seen to operate as a disruptive desegregated 

identity48 and its specific local examination can provide a useful analysis of binaries in 

gender and identity politics. David Halperin proposed that:

The pressing questions now became, “How was sexual experience 

constituted in a given culture?” “How was sexual experience 

distinguished from and related to other sorts of experience, and how 

were the boundaries between these various kinds of experience 

articulated?” “How did the constitution of sexual subjects relate to the 

constitution of other social forms? of power? of knowledge?49

47 One might argue that the meaning of what is a ‘conflict’ and ‘post-conflict’ context in Northern 
Ireland can be debated. Primarily I take the signing of the Belfast Agreement or Good Friday 
Agreement in 1998 as the date marking the end of the conflict here and the beginning of the post
conflict period. I acknowledge that the term post-conflict might point towards some kind of resolution 
(maybe even the notion of a winner and a loser) and many politicians, commentators and academics 
prefer the term conflict transformation.
48 Following the work of Peter Shirlow and Brendan Murtagh in Belfast: Segregation, Violence and 
the City (London: Pluto Press, 2006), a desegregated position in Northern Ireland can be seen as one 
that operates in opposition to ‘the effect, via special bordering, of creating containers within which 
many residents have, in the main, come to accept a unidimensional cultural and political definition,’ of 
either Protestant/loyalist or Catholic/republican, p. 17.
49 David Halperin, One Hundred Years of Homosexuality (Routledge: London, 1990), p. 7.
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Two writers’ recent work in this field can be seen to trigger this queer critical 

mechanism: Max Hirsch and Jose Esteban Munoz. Hirsch advocates a restrategisation 

of ‘queer’ as a vehicle for social change beyond straight ‘norms’, positing that instead 

of an infinitely fluid approach to sexual (and other) identity formation, there should be 

a strategic essentialised approach of identifying with certain essential positions (such 

as ‘gay’, ‘lesbian’ or even ‘socialist’) in specific situations. In opposing ‘norms’ that 

operate in dysfunctional ways (as in Northern Ireland where divided ethnosectarian 

norms have led to conflict), it is important to recognise that ‘while “queerness” cuts 

across class, status, and power, the interplay of scapegoating and rejection is performed 

in the same arena as the struggle against class oppression, racism and sexism more 

broadly.'50 I would add sectarianism to this list in a Northern Irish context. Conrad 

notes that queer’s power lies in its multiple forms of address, which tackles all these 

struggles in a reimagined public sphere.51 These processes of queer intervention in the 

public sphere have been at play since the inception of the gay rights movement.

The Northern Irish queer community’s activism began around the same time as 

the civil rights movement (see Elmwood Trust below) and has long been associated 

with an anti-sectarian position, taking its membership from both sides of the 

community. Its dealings with the state have been especially contrary to (or queer to) the 

fundamental religious overtones of the socio-political rhetoric here. The conservative 

nature of Northern Irish society is most notably manifest in the accepted orthodoxy of 

both Protestant and Catholic social teaching and a long history of Protestant 

evangelism. Queer activism worked across the religious divide throughout the conflict, 

despite the community being doubly marginalised within their communities; outside

50 Max H. Kirsch, Queer Theory and Social Change (London: Routledge, 2000), p. 36.
51 Kathryn Conrad, ‘Queering Community: Reimagining the Public Sphere in Northern Ireland,’ in 
Critical Review of International Social and Political Philosophy, 9.4 (2006), 589-602 (p. 601).
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heternormativity as well as outside sectarian ties. Munoz’s work on the intersection 

between queer and ethnic identity is an illuminating framework to use in an 

examination of this sectarian background. He proposes the performance of queer 

identity as a marginal ‘world-making’52 enteiprise that can have a galvanising effect, 

in that

the strategies and rituals that allow survival in such hostile cultural 

waters, and in turn feel a certain compulsion to try to articulate and 

explicate these practices of survival. These practices are the 

armaments such children and the adults they become use to withstand 

the disabling forces of a culture and state apparatus bent on denying, 

eliding and, in too many cases, snuffing out emergent identity 

practices.53

1 would go further and suggest that in Northern Ireland the formation of this emergent 

identity, and its associated queer geographies, was an example of a positive 

desegregated identity. These emergent identity practices found their home in queer 

spaces created in Belfast during the conflict. The formation of a ‘queer space’ has been 

theorised by Jean-Ulrick Desert as a concrete manifestation of queer theory idealism. 

He writes that ‘queer space is in large part the function of wishful thinking or desires 

that become solidified: a seduction of the reading of space where queerness, at a few 

brief points [...] dominates the (heterocentric) norm, the dominant social narrative of 

the landscape.’54 The Belfast gay community’s use of some abandoned city centre

52 Munoz, Conrad and other queer theorists use this phrase to describe the social practices of 
community/kinship formation that queer people use.
53 Jose Esteban Munoz. Disidentifications: Queers of Color and the Performance of Politics (Cultural 
Studies of the Americas, V. 2), (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1999), p. 37.
54 Jean-Ulrick Desert, ‘Queer Space,’ in Queers in Space: Communities/Public Places/Sites of 
Resistence ed. by Gordon Brent Ingram (Seattle: Bay Press, 1997), pp. 17-26 (p. 21).
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spaces55 during the conflict was an example of this subversive manifestation of a 

theoretical desegregated position that queer occupied in between the ethnosectarian 

binary here. 56 1 will explore this city centre queer space further through the 

historiography in Chapter Two and engage it in my practice research project Divided, 

Radical, And Gorgeous.

Queer performance & queer history: before and after the conflict.

An exploration of the performance of queer identity in a post-conflict context in 

Northern Ireland must be placed against the background of any queer performances 

during the conflict. Elizabeth Freeman advocates a queer sifting of cultural debris ‘to 

arrive at a different modality for living historically, or putting the past into a meaningful 

and transformative relation to the present.’57 By uncovering hidden histories of queer 

performance both on stage and in an extratheatrical capacity it is possible to ‘queer’ 

any reading of recent Northern Irish history, disrupting from below. David Cregan 

posits that this ‘queer memory’ can be transformative in its destabilising agency. The 

activated queer marginalised position (notably taken up by Frank McGuinness’s 

protagonists on stage referred to in Chapters Two and Three of this study) is ‘repeatedly 

disrupting the common binaries which keep people apart,’ and ‘strives to dislodge 

entrenched ideologies of the past which support a variety of social, cultural and 

historical prejudices.’58

55 The gay scene during the conflict was situated within or near the cordoned off shopping and 
business district in the centre of the town which was deserted at night and patrolled by the British 
army.
56 The importance of this theoretical stance was taken up in 1998 by Queer Space, a LGBT volunteer 
collective that worked towards visibility and community recognition and accessibility for all members 
of the queer community, now based in Belfast’s LGBT centre in Waring Street.
57 Elizabeth Freeman, Time Binds: Queer Temporalities, Queer Histories (Durham: Duke University 
Press, 2010), p. xvi.
58 David Cregan, ‘Coming Out: McGuinness’s Dramaturgy and Queer Resistance,’ in Irish University 
Review: Frank McGuinness,. 40.1 (Spring/Summer 2010), 46-58 (p. 47).
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A queer theoretical template that considers the geographical locus of Northern 

Ireland (positioning identity at the intersection of embodiment, place, and practice) is 

the tool by which ‘queer’ can be stabilised under its localised lens. An intersection of 

the obsessive nature of Northern Irish identities’ relation to ethnocsectarian space and 

the performance of queer identity here provides a unique theoretical stance. In this 

study, consideration must be given to the status of the term ‘Northern Ireland itself. 

While I acknowledge that each term is politically loaded, the six counties in the north 

east of the island are legally known as Northern Ireland and are internationally 

recognised as forming part of the United Kingdom. As such, “Northern Ireland 

acknowledges the legitimacy of the 1921 border and the partition of the island, and is 

scrupulously avoided in republican parlance. My personal relationship to the term is 

more fluid (while I acknowledge the influence of my own ethnosectarian republican 

background). It could be proposed that a fluidity of sometimes using the term ‘Ulster,’ 

or the ‘North of Ireland.’ reflects a post-conflict mutability in these matters, perhaps 

even a ‘queering’ of the terms.''9

This notion of the ritualised construction of identity when mapped onto the 

conflicting Northern Irish ethnosectarian positions can be usefully used to deconstruct 

those seemingly unshakable positions. There can be revealed a variety of socially 

constructed identities that manifest themselves in a multitude of role-playing activities 

including the myriad of public performances of commemorative parades and the funeral 

processions amongst them. As a parallel activity to the performance of social identity, 

the performance of gender also occurs and is restricted to roles that support the

59 The need for a new approach is put forward by social theorist Vincent Quinn in his article ’On the 
borders of allegiance: identity politics in Ulster’, in R. Phillips, D. Watt and D Shuttleton eds.. De
centering Sexualities: Politics and Representations beyond the Metropolis, (London: Routledge, 2000) 
where he posits that there is ‘a pressing need to rethink categories such as ‘English,’ ‘Irish,’ and 
‘Ulster' and to find fresh ways of construing their inter relations while simultaneously rethinking the 
gender binaries that have marked Irish history." p. 270.
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hypermasculinised backdrop to identity politics during the conflict (also explored in 

Chapter Four). Connolly bemoans the failure of Northern Ireland’s heteronormative 

institutionalised identity politics in that ‘an implicit assumption that ‘real’ politics 

equals institutional politics [...] mars more complex evaluations of the articulation of 

alternative politics around issues of gender, class and ethnicity.’ 60 This 

heteronormativity was heightened within the macho framing of a militarised society 

throughout the conflict in Northern Ireland. Alan Bairner examines this hyper

masculine culture and its legacy that resonates after the peace processes 

implementation, where ignoring the cult of the ‘hard man’ in working class 

communities leads to problematic sense of dislocation and dissidence. This is especially 

true where large numbers of ex-paramilitary prisoners, who are no longer valorised by 

armed struggle, are released. Bairner asks ‘in a time of peace, on what basis will heroic 

status be won in deprived working-class areas? Who will be the new ‘hard men?’61 He 

also points out the ‘pernicious role played by all-boys schools with regard to the 

construction and reproduction of masculinities.’62 The idealised nuclear family unit of 

either religious persuasion and the strict maintaining of this unit was policed by a 

divided, religiously-based (and gender-divided) schooling system.62 Despite the array 

of various socio-political groupings within the binary of loyalist/Protestant and 

republican/Catholic, there remained a compelling notion that you were either one thing 

or the other no matter what your socio-religious designation or upbringing. Against this 

background, to occupy a position in the middle between the two opposing

60 Linda Connolly, ‘Feminist Politics and the Peace Process,’ in Capital & Class, 22.69 (Autumn 
1999), 145-59 (p. 151).
61 Alan Bairner, 'Masculinity, Violence and the Irish Peace Process,’ in Capital & Class, 22.69 
(Autumn 1999), 125-44 (p. 131).
62 Ibid., p. 132.
63 Even teachers entering this sectarianised education system were trained in separate teacher training 
colleges.
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institutionalised monolithic identities was often a dangerous path to tread, politically 

and socially.64

This anti-segregation manifesto was taken up by, amongst others, the emerging 

gay community of the 1970s and 1980s. As an intermediary identity it not only 

disrupted the perceived ethnosectarian binary in Northern Irish society but as a parallel 

project it fractured any heterosexist public discourse. This double-edged affect, of 

exposing identitarian weaknesses through the use of a gay character(s), has been 

harnessed by various playwrights, theatre-makers and performers in Northern Ireland 

over the last forty years of conflict and peace building (explored in Chapter Two). 

Social theorist Vincent Quinn posits that ‘indeed the division of masculine and feminine 

identities is frequently accompanied by a desire to police gender boundaries as well as 

territorial ones’.65 Liminality in territorial and sexual explorations is key to an 

understanding of queer identity in a Northern Irish context. This fluid approach to 

identity construction is reflected in contemporary queer academic theories promoting 

the slipperiness between the social and the sexual, which gives a radical socio-political 

charge to such identities. Quinn also reflects this argument against itself pointing out 

that ‘the issues which reverberate in current discussions of (homo)sexuality - such as 

history, amnesia, selfhood, and authenticity - are also at the heart of the Irish 

question.’66 I propose that the study of queer counterpublics in Northern Ireland marks 

signposts to a new identity politics here during the current period of conflict 

transformation. Jose Esteban Munoz suggests that the ‘aesthetic, especially the queer

64 See Peter Shirlow and Brendan Murtagh. Belfast: Segregation, Violence and the City (London:
Pluto, 2006).
65 Vincent Quinn. 'On the borders of allegiance: identity politics in Ulster’, in De-centering Sexualities: 
Politics and Representations beyond the Metropolis ed. by R. Phillips, D. Watt and D Shuttleton 
(London: Routledge, 2000). p. 265.
66 Ibid., p.26l.
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aesthetic, frequently contains blueprints and schemata of a forward-dawning futurity.’'17 

The canon of queer characters in Northern Irish drama can be seen as providing these 

sample blueprints. Though as we will see in Chapters Two and Three, some gay 

characters (not queer) can be counterproductive in that their abject position reinforces 

heteronormative hegemonic structures.

Some queer interventions in the Northern Irish public sphere.

How can queer identity fracture ethnosectarian politics and positions, and how 

can this marginalised identity in performance disrupt the dominant two community 

discourse of Protestant/loyalism and Catholic/republicanism? One example of this 

disruption is shown through the progress of the gay rights movement in Northern 

Ireland and its interaction with the political sphere. The oldest documented gay and 

lesbian group in Northern Ireland is the LGBT society in the Students Union at Queen’s 

University, founded in 1968 (first called the Elmwood Trust, and then the Gay 

Liberation society). The fledgling gay rights movement wrote to all members of the 

devolved government in Stormont in 1974; very few elected members replied. Only 

two Alliance members seemed vaguely sympathetic, but they said they felt ‘unqualified 

to act’ and notably a Sinn Fein spokesman asserted that ‘there has never been a 

homosexual republican.’68 A regular attendee at events at Queen’s university and a 

prominent gay rights campaigner, Jeffrey Dudgeon, was to explode this republican 

myth in his book The Black Diaries of Roger Casement in 2002. It was Dudgeon who 

took the Northern Ireland local government office to the European Court of Human 

Rights in 1981. This case resulted in the decriminalisation of homosexuality in the

67 Jose Esteban Munoz, Cruising Utopia: The Then and There of Queer Futurity (New York: New 
York University Press, 2009). p. I.
68 Diarmaid Ferriter, ‘On Thursday' column, Irish Examiner, (Cork), 2 August 2007.

36



province, bringing it in to line with the rest of the United Kingdom.69 After this 

judgement, and given the prominence of feminist and socialist perspectives on identity 

in the 1970s and early 80s, Sinn Fein reassessed their position on many issues, 

especially around gender and sexuality.70 From the unionist side, Dudgeon has since 

joined the Ulster Unionist Party and in 2014 was elected to Belfast City Council. Julie 

Anne Corr from the Progressive Unionist Party, whose left-wing, working class policies 

also led them to an inclusive equality agenda, joined him, along with Mary Ellen 

Campbell from Sinn Fein. The Alliance party too now have openly gay members; 

providing the first gay mayor in the province (Andrew Muir in North Down).

Significantly for this study, there are several interesting intersections between 

gay rights, republicanism and theatre in Belfast. In 1988 Belfast Community Theatre 

attempted to stage a play called Ecce Homo, which dealt with gay liberation (I will 

explore this in detail in Chapter Two). Representatives of Sinn Fein and even IRA 

volunteers interacted with the company and their collaborative working methods led to 

much debate around issues of identity, politics and performance. More recently in 2010, 

Feile An Phobail (the west Belfast festival) established a working group on gay identity 

and civil rights, and Brassneck’s71 production of A Night with George sold out in 

community venues around Belfast to such an extent that it transferred for a week to the 

biggest stage in Northern Ireland: the Grand Opera House. This story of the wife of an 

ex-IRA prisoner, whose husband becomes a Sinn Fein MLA in the new post-Good 

Friday Agreement devolved assembly in Northern Ireland, is remarkable in that she is 

also the mother of a gay son and this forms a large focus of the production, especially

69 His was also the case cited in David Norris’s action south of the border years later.
70 This was debated on the floor of their Ard Fheis assembly and led to the publication of their policy 
document ‘Moving On’ in 1996 just a few years before the Good Friday Agreement.
71 West Belfast’s fledgling theatre company at the time.
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in the second act. There is an interesting interaction between the performance of identity 

politics in Brassneck’s production and my theoretical queer framework. In the second 

act of the show the mother explains how the formerly pious grandmother had shaved 

her head, become a rampant feminist, wouldn’t miss a Gay Pride march, and if she ever 

met Iris Robinson,72 she’d end up doing six months in Maghaberry jail. This elicits an 

astonishing result in the audience; hilarious laughter, cheers and the actress has to stop 

for a while. The producer said that

the son’s gayness didn’t seem to bother anyone. [...] I remember the 

granny saying she would happily do six months in Maghaberry jail for 

punching Iris Robinson and the audience going wild. They laughed and 

then after a few seconds started to cheer and clap, looking around at each 

other. We knew then it would be a great success, and that it was an 

important piece of work to support.77

Having witnessed first hand the reaction several times,74 I would characterise it in two 

waves: an involuntary response and then a following realisation of community 

alignment. The individual audience members realise that in their sympathy with a gay 

rights position in an audience of up to one thousand that they are by far in the majority.

DUP politician Peter Robison is the first minister of Northern Ireland. In January 2010, it emerged 
that his wife and fellow DUP politician Iris had an extramarital affair with a 19-year-old in 2008 and 
she and her husband were faced with allegations of financial impropriety related to the affair. It was 
announced on 9 January 2010 that her membership of the DUP had been terminated, and that she 
would stand down from elected office. She is also famous for a string of homophobic outbursts in the 
media and in the UK houses of parliament in 2008.
73 Joe Rea in emailed interview with the author, November 20lh, 2012, Appendix IVa, p. cxvii.
74 The author designed this production and witnessed it in several social clubs and three theatres of 
different sizes around Belfast between 2010 and 2012.
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The contingency of these bodies in the space of the auditorium and their queer 

alignment,7'' given the oblique perspective on contemporary events, is an energising 

performative event and underlines the agency of queer identity in performance here. 

The contingency of bodies in spaces is the unique quality of live theatre and is in the 

above example crucial to the destabilising affect of this performance. If queer theorists 

would argue ‘all identity is fraught because it is always already mediated through 

language and ceded to those who have the power to control representation,’76 then the 

subversive quality of such a performance, in destabilising identity and its policing, is 

all the more important. The policing of identity is the subject of the next section.

Theatrical Engagements with (Dis)Identification, Surveillance, and 

Citizenship.

The conditions in which theatre can intervene politically only exist 

where the spectator is receptive to the possibility of applying 

aesthetically derived experience to the ways in which he or she lives in 

and understands the world. For specific constituencies at particular 

moments in Northern Ireland, these conditions have been available, 

most notably in circumstances where the theatre event is framed within 

a wider cultural context in which representation is seen as a vital part of 

a political movement or struggle. 77

75 Sara Ahmed explores this queer phenomenological position in her book Queer Phenomenology 
(Durham: Duke University Press, 2006) proposing that 'If the sexual involves the contingency of 
bodies coming into contact with other bodies, then sexual disorientation slides quickly into social 
disorientation, as a disorientation in how things are arranged. The effects are indeed uncanny.’ p. 162.
76 E. Patrick Johnson, ‘Queer Theory,’ in The Cambridge Companion to Performance ed. by Tracy C. 
Davis (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2008), pp. 166-81 (p. 166).

' Maguire, Making Theatre in Northern Ireland: Through and Beyond the Troubles (University of 
Exeter Press, Exeter, 2006), p. 170-71.
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Tom Maguire outlines the premise of political intervention through theatre as 

contingent on site, time and reception. In the minoritarian sphere of queer rights 

activism in Northern Ireland the various theatrical interventions over time can plot huge 

changes in context and resultant societal changes. I propose that the system of 

heteronormative and heterologic regulation engaged in Northern Ireland prescribed 

itself through tools of surveillance and discipline of identities, and these restrictions 

often became self-imposed in the queer community as a result of the historically 

concealed nature of marginal sexual identities. Kathryn Conrad posits that ‘the 

conjunction of queer studies and surveillance studies has the potential to illuminate the 

relationship between the state and private forces that shape space, behaviour, 

subjectivity, consumerism and citizenship’ in Northern Ireland and that crucially ‘the 

media is a technology of surveillance... a technology that extends beyond the state’ and 

‘helps to perpetuate the conditions that justify its use, creating a kind of feedback loop 

or circuit of both desire and fear that embeds surveillance more completely.’78 How can 

a doubly marginalised fledgling queer community engage with these state practices of 

surveillance and control? David Cregan posits that queer memory can ‘quite clearly be 

seen here to be the strategy for historical interrogation and cultural deconstruction,’79 

and to illustrate the influence of this surveillance frame a personal memory provides a 

useful exemplar. It also marks the point at which my personal experiences of the 

intersection of queer identity, performance intervention and the conflict frame began, 

providing inspiration for one of the initial vignettes in my practice research piece.

78 Kathryn Conrad, ‘ ‘Nothing to Hide ... Nothing to Fear’: Discriminatory Surveillance and Queer 
Visibility in Great Britain and Northern Ireland,’ in Ashgate Research Companion to Queer Theory, ed. 
by Noreen Giffney and Michael O’Rourke (Farnham: Ashgate Publishing Ltd., 2009), pp. 329-46, (p. 
329 and p. 332).
79 David Cregan, ‘Remembering to Forget: Queer Memory and the New Ireland,’ in Memory Ireland, 
ed. by Oona Frawley (Syracuse: Syracuse University Press, 2010), pp. 184-94 (p.190).
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In 1980 I joined the Lyric Youth theatre in Belfast aged fourteen. The Lyric 

Players theatre was the main producing house in Northern Ireland, somewhat adopting 

the repertory system that was prevalent in mainland Britain, and was the only theatre 

to remain continuously open during the conflict. That season, the artistic director Sam 

McCready had two notable run-ins with this covert state and mediatized surveillance 

culture when he produced Spring Awakening by Frank Wedekind, closely followed by 

Bent by Martin Sherman. The first production, the 1891 German classic about teenage 

sexuality, contained a notable scene where two male teenagers kissed. It became known 

in the Northern Irish press as the ‘gay kisses play’ and resulted in a sustained campaign 

against Mr. McCready spearheaded by the Rev. Robert Bradford who called for his 

imprisonment ‘citing a scene which involved two males kissing as the procurement of 

an immoral act in public.’ 80 The Royal Ulster Constabulary did intervene:

When I spoke to the police, who refused to say when their representative 

would see the production in case I changed it for the occasion, they 

advised me, off the record, to take care when leaving the theatre in the 

evening and to find alternative ways to drive to my home in East Belfast 

-"just to be on the safe side."81

This implied threat without verification is symptomatic of what Conrad calls ‘the 

epistemological gaps provided by the surveillance, which only provides, often quite 

literally, part of the picture... and the ways in which that information is manipulated

80 Roy Connolly, The Evolution of the Lyric Players Theatre, Belfast: Fighting the Waves (New York: 
The Edward Mellon Press, 2000), p. 95.
81 Sam MeCready, in emailed interview with the author on 1 l,h May 2014, Appendix IVa, p. cxxx.
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has profound consequences for individual and targeted groups.’82 These specific 

productions, although frequently produced around the world and elsewhere in the 

United Kingdom, can be seen as Campbell suggests to ‘resonate[d] in the specific 

context of Northern Ireland, not because of the sameness of a global, homogenous 

experience of gay identity, but because of the differences. ... an institutionalised 

homophobia - in the end, arguably produced a more radical politically resonant 

event.’82 Their political potency was recognized by McCready who programmed them 

in response to the furore surrounding the proposed legalization of homosexuality in 

Northern Ireland that was beginning its legal journey to the European Court of Human 

Rights in 1980. The Ulster press, or as Conrad puts it, the media surveillance 

technologies, closed down any debate on queer visibility and subjectivity that the 

productions might engender. For instance in its review of Bent, the Newtownards 

Chronicle sought to vilify gay subjectivities: ‘The Love Story? is typical pink triangle 

stuff, starting with camp and ending in murder and suicide - the way all such perverted 

relationships end up.’84 As with other closeted young gay teenagers, such mediatized 

public vitriol closed down subjective options for me personally, leading to a kind of 

self-censorship. Conrad suggests the ‘self-regulation that emerges from surveillance, 

the pressure towards normalisation, creates a kind of cultural inertia that facilitates the 

shrinkage of space - both literal and figurative.’85 As with many other queer people one 

choice that I had was to absent myself from this closed down space and emigrate.

O')

Kathryn Conrad, ‘ ‘Nothing to Hide ... Nothing to Fear’: Discriminatory Surveillance and Queer 
Visibility in Great Britain and Northern Ireland,’ in Ashgate Research Companion to Queer Theory, ed. 
by Noreen Giffney and Michael O’Rourke, (Farnham: Ashgate Publishing Ltd., 2009), pp. 329-46 (p. 
337).

Alyson Campbell, ‘Translating ‘Gaytown’: The Collision of Global and Local in Bringing 
Australian Queer Play Bison to Belfast,’ Australian Drama Studies, 59 (2011), 141-55 (p.142).
84 Connolly, p. 95.
' Kathryn Conrad, ‘ ‘Nothing to Hide ... Nothing to Fear’: Discriminatory Surveillance and Queer 

Visibility in Great Britain and Northern Ireland,’ in Ashgate Research Companion to Queer Theory, ed.
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This diasporic impetus was usually facilitated through seeking employment or 

tertiary education in mainland Britain. This self-imposed exile was of course not 

exclusive to the gay community (many fled the Northern Irish conflict); but just as non

heterosexual identities were doubly marginalized, they also thus had increased impetus 

to leave the province. Conversely, as Duggan points out, for members of the NT. 

closeted gay population the ‘wider ethno-political conflict also proved to be a useful 

ruse under which to leave home for places free from the auspices of fear, violence and 

opportunity.’86 On reflection this early engagement with gay identity in performance in 

Northern Ireland led both to my own coming out story happening in England, and also 

influenced the politically queer direction I would take on return to the province, and 

specifically in the construction of the performance piece Divided, Radical, And, 

Gorgeous.*1 I had been ‘disallowed’ the possibility of a fulfilled and open life by both 

the conflict but also by the severe restriction of my marginal sexuality. This notion of 

disallowance as posited by Duggan as ‘the failure to permit homosexual discourses, 

identities, autonomy, support, information, space, security, experiences and access to 

rights of passage,’88 follows directly as a result of the technologies of surveillance 

explored by Conrad. Duggan sees the [rejpresentation of the lives of queer individuals 

as a crucial ‘tool which helps to dismantle disallowance’89 in Northern Irish society. 

Such an attention to the visibility of these marginal stories can provide a theoretical 

kick against the cultural inertia of the restricted heternormative Ulster public sphere. 

This kick was engaged in the construction of my praxis.

by Noreen Giffney and Michael O’Rourke (Farnham: Ashgate Publishing Ltd., 2009), pp. 329-46 (p. 
333).
86 Marian Duggan, Queering Conflict: Examining Lesbian and Gay Experiences of Homophobia and
Northern Ireland (Farnham: Ashgate, 2012), p. 135.
87 See Praxis Chapters later in thesis.
88 Marian Duggan, p. 117.
89 Ibid., p. 117.
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Conclusion: A peculiar post-conflict opportunity

The particular queer performative moment, mentioned above, in A Night With George 

also engaged this kind of cultural kick. The play is particularly critical of the post

conflict Northern Ireland consociational devolved government. It uses a combination 

of feminist and queer identity politics in establishing its critical address. It is its hopeful 

counterpublic feminist impetus, focused through this single mother of a gay son, that 

Joe Nawaz places:

The ironies and hypocrisies are too many to mention, but it speaks more 

broadly to the experience of women in Northern Ireland, for years 

bearing the brunt, but sidelined all the same [...] for all that it dwells on 

the past, and taps into our insatiable need to constantly revisit and 

repackage that strange place, it does so with its character firmly looking 

toward the future.90

The religio-heteronomative figure of the grandmother transformed by queer politics, 

through rebelliously supporting her gay grandson, becomes a potent metonym for the 

transformative potentiality of the post-conflict moment in Northern Ireland, following 

Munoz’s call that through a moment of ‘utopian performative charge...the viewer gains 

access to the affective particularity of that moment of hope and of potential 

transformation that is also the temporality of performance.’91 Murphy and O’Connor 

usurp any heteronormative strictures in the discourse of the new Northern Irish

90 Joe Nawaz, review of A Christmas Night With George, 20th December 2012, 
http://www.culturenorthernireland.org/article.aspx7art id=5433 accessed 18th January 2013.
91 Jose Esteban Munoz, Cruising Utopia: The Then and There of Queer Futurity (New York: New 
York University Press, 2009), p. 103.
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devolved government, seeking, according to Puar ‘to disrupt certain dialogues when 

they refuse to take into account feminist, queer, and transnational contributions to these 

conversations by highlighting heteronormative framings and absent analytics.’92 Puar’s 

exploration of homonationalism here is particularly apt and combined with Munoz’s 

homo-potentiality, there is a chance to hold the Northern Irish fledgling post-conflict 

state up to scrutiny under a queer lens. The institutions set up by the Good Friday 

Agreement must be constantly tested as ‘privileging the politics of nationalism 

[whether British or Irish] leave us ill-equipped to tackle the more serious challenges 

that arise from inequalities based on class and gender,’ and I would add sexuality 

alongside gender.92 Shane O'Neill acknowledges that the search for utopia is ongoing 

but that a realistic path forward should meet the ugliness of current situation halfway 

through continually revising the consociationalist solution in productive ways. Richard 

Kirkland also pleads for a reimagining of identity politics beyond the normal scope of 

the two traditions and understood through dissident [queer] subjects. His analysis 

highlights the parodic nature of two community identity politics pushed to the extreme 

where ‘identity retreats into itself, fetishizes its own symptoms, and becomes a camp 

rehearsal of its existence.’94 As Sinn Fein and the Democratic Unionist Party sit at the 

extremes of community identity politics in government, the oppositional counterpublic 

provided by, amongst others, queer identities is crucial to reimagining Northern Ireland 

through ‘the incoherences, the ambivalences and the gaps out of which we make 

ourselves.’ 95 Seizing this post-conflict moment to explore these gaps through

" Jasbir K. Puar, Terrorist Assemblages: Homonationalism in Queer Times (Durham: Duke University 
Press, 2007), p. xiv.
Q-3

' Shane O’Neill, ’Recognition, Equality, Difference: Achieving Democracy in Northern Ireland,’ in 
Consociational Theory: McGarry and O'Leary and the Northern Ireland Conflict ed. by Rupert Taylor 
(London: Routledge, 2009). pp. 87-98 (p. 96).
94 Richard Kirkland, Identity Parades: Northern Irish Culture and Dissident Subjects (Liverpool: 
Liverpool University Press, 2002), p. 165.
95 Ibid., p. 1.
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recognising the meaning of otherness in terms of sexuality, gender, ability, class or 

ethnicity, is surely the queer opportunity we have in Northern Ireland.

The idea of the exploration and celebration of shared culture and identities, 

enshrined in the peace process, provides the impetus to explore the potentialities of 

queer in its fullest utopian designation. Marian Duggan proposes the tangible evidence 

of this potentiality, positing that ‘LGB&T communities represent, and are 

representative of, cross-community members working together for a greater good,’ and 

although 'having lived through the same Troubles [this community] displayed an ability 

to engage with diversity in order to make changes for the better. They have shown that 

people do not necessarily have to be labelled, interacted with, or divided along identity 

lines.’96 I posit that Duggan’s findings can resonate with Judith Halberstam’s proposal 

that queer works beyond any heterosexual familial structures and generational 

narratives. As discussed in the ritualised two community model above, this is especially 

important in Northern Ireland where generational enthnosectarian narratives 

problematize societal interaction and cohesion. I am especially interested in the idea of 

a new sociocultural starting point which, to some extent, was initiated by the peace 

process. This aligns with Halberstam’s proposal that:

De-linking the process of generation from the force of historical process 

is a queer kind of project: queer lives seek to uncouple change from the 

supposedly organic and immutable forms of family and inheritance; 

queer lives exploit some potential for a difference in form that lies 

dormant in queer collectivity not as an essential attribute of sexual 

otherness but as a possibility embedded in the break from heterosexual

96 Marian Duggan, p. 145.
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life narratives. We may want to forget family and forget lineage and 

forget tradition in order to start from a new place, not a place where the 

old engenders the new, where the old makes a place for the new, but 

when the new begins afresh unfettered by memory, tradition and usable

pasts.’97

Halberstam’s call for an uncoupling from a heternormative historical narrative, which 

lies dormant in queer collectivity, is the purpose of this study and its praxis. Elements 

of this engagement are, however, obfuscated in homosexual characters throughout 

contemporary Northern Irish drama explored in the next chapter, to provide a 

background to my approach.

97 Judith Halberstam, The Queer Art of Failure (Durham: Duke University Press, 2011), p.70.
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Chapter Two: The recurring trope of the homosexual

character in Northern Irish drama.

In challenging the hegemonic structures of the divided conservative society in Northern 

Ireland, homosexual characters in performance have often had a special queer agency 

in performance heritage here. Their desegregated positionality has been exploited by 

various writers, such as McGuinness, Crilly, Loane and Jones; explored below in this 

chapter. Firstly I wish to consider the difference between an active destabilising agency 

in characters that are more ‘queer’ and characters that are simply sensationistically 

‘gay;’ mostly for comic affect. Gay identity is only one identity among many under the 

queer umbrella of identitarian positions and subjectivities; some theorists read it as a 

white, male, middle-class homosexual position.t)S The term queer as defined earlier is 

anti-essentialised and deconstructive of binaries (including the 

homosexual/heterosexual binary). A queer character in performance can be seen to 

fulfil this function. Historically, a non-queer gay character can be abject in presentation, 

set completely outside society as a figure of fun and is therefore, reinforcing of 

prevailing binaries in society. Sometimes, however, what seemed at the time a 

sensationalist plot device using a gay character, is on retrospective examination a more 

sophisticated socially deconstructive element of dramatic structure. What was 

historically understood in a comical way shifts under re-examination, as if it has 

become more queer as time has passed.

98 For instance see Lisa Duggan’s work on homonormativity and neoliberalism, The Twilight of 
Equality (Boston: Beacon Press, 2003).
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This chapter will examine recent cultural history in Northern Ireland94 to 

uncover a recurring trope of homosexual identity in performance that destabilises and 

subverts the ethnosectarian discourse. My approach is framed within the notion of 

‘queer memory.’ David Cregan posits that 'Queer historians, by identifying and 

uncovering previously hidden gay and lesbian experiences, have initiated a type of 

cultural revolution by juxtaposing queer memory with heteronormative histories.’1(10 In 

this section I will utilise this approach to set several (mostly unexamined) plays 

alongside the sociocultural experience of the Ulster gay community in Northern Ireland, 

contrasted with the heteronormative conflict discourse of the time. While these 

performances were not hidden (apart from a few notable exceptions), exploring these 

non-canonical texts reveals a key convergence of theatre, community, geography and 

queer identity in Northern Ireland both during the conflict here and the following peace 

initiatives. By placing it alongside the dominant ’straight1 history of the time this study 

seeks to provide a ’queer’ perspective on that history, and expose the agency utilised by 

some N.I. playwrights through these particular characters. In understanding the effect 

of the queer agency of the characters in these plays, I wish to then explore and further 

harness that agency in my practice research piece (praxis). The praxis will use some of 

the uncovered queer theatrical elements in these plays as inspirational models for the 

rehearsal processes, further researching their affect.101

In her examination of the development of queer artists alongside queer theory, 

Elizabeth Freeman advocates that they ‘engage the temporal politics of deconstruction 

(thought of as antirepresentational privileging of delay, detour, and deferral) to arrive

99 I am concerned here with the period covering the beginning of the conflict from 1968, and the post
conflict peace process period from 1998 up to 2012 (when my praxis piece was performed).
100 David Cregan, ‘Remembering to Forget: Queer Memory and the New Ireland,’ in Memory Ireland, 
ed. by Oona Frawley (Syracuse: Syracuse University Press, 2010), pp. 184-94 (p.185).
101 Examined further in Chapters Four and Five.
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at a different modality for living historically, or putting the past into meaningful and 

transformative relation with the present.’102 In examining this homosexual trope in 

Northern Irish drama and its sometimes tangential/sometimes critical relation to the 

conflict society in which it is presented, I wish to provide a queer historiography, which 

informs and contextualises my practice in this transformative way. Alongside a serious 

consideration of sexual and class politics, the comic details of certain (notably cross- 

gendered) characters provided a populist parody of ethnosectarian identities, that can 

be usefully examined to ‘bring out the latent dreams and lost power that dwell within 

these silly details.’103

I will review homosexual identities on stage from their earliest innocently 

hidden flickers in the work of Joseph Tomelty, to the first sensationalist ‘out’ 

manifestations such as the gay shoe shop retailer in Crack Up by Martin Lynch (1982) 

and the fumbling schoolboys in Robert Glendinning’s Mumbo Jumbo (1987). Through 

the gay rights intervention of socialist community theatre group Belfast Community 

Theatre (1988), to post-conflict appearances such as the gay emigres in The Liverpool 

Boat (2006) by Marie Jones and the hugely successful A Night with George (2009) by 

Brenda Murphy and Donna O’Connor,104 a politicised sexuality emerges. Frank 

McGuinness’s body of work contains perhaps the most well researched examples of 

recurring ‘queer’ characters (Pyper in Observe the Sons of Ulster Marching Towards 

the Somme (1985), and Dido in Carthaginians (1988) are Northern Irish characters), 

but this study is primarily exploring non-canonical works. Dido’s character inspired the 

practice research piece Divided, Radical And Gorgeous (see Chapter Four). The recent

1 (P“ Elizabeth Freeman, Time Binds: Queer Temporalities, Queer Histories (London: Duke University 
Press, 2010), p. xvi.
103 Ibid., p. xvii.
104 Mentioned in Chapter One.
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body of work produced by Tinderbox Theatre Company, which presents many gay 

characters, both on and off stage, is of particular interest. Shortly after the signing of 

the Good Friday Agreement105 in 1998 they commissioned two ‘post-conflict' plays 

from Joseph Crilly and Tim Loane. The resultant plays On McQuillan’s Hill (2001) and 

Caught Red Handed or 'How to Prune a Whinbush' (2002) can be usefully compared 

as the first has a republican/Catholic gay protagonist, and the second a 

loyalist/Protestant gay protagonist. Throughout the first decade of the twenty first 

century there continued to be small but telling ‘queer’ appearances in their work. Their 

2010, gay-centred, post Iris Robinson affair political play God's Country by Colin Bell 

won the audience award at that year’s Belfast Festival at Queen’s. I will draw a distinct 

difference between the mere appearance of a gay character in a drama (sometimes as a 

purely sensationalist catalyst) and what actually constitutes a piece of truly queer drama 

in both form and content; following Laurence Senelick’s definition that ‘the mere 

appearance of a homosexual character in a drama of the modernist period is not enough 

to qualify the play as “queer.” The outsider has to become the insider if the label is to 

stick.’106 The Northern Irish framing of this argument can be problematic in that the 

outsider is often constructed as the enthnosectarian ‘other’ and the homosexual is at 

once doubly marginalised and has therefore a distinct agency in performance. What 

might seem more fatuous in another geographic setting becomes of queer historical

105 The Good Friday Agreement or Belfast Agreement signed on April 10,h 1998 was the defining 
moment of the peace process in Northern Ireland. It was formed of two documents. The first was a 
multi-party agreement between most of the N.I. political parties. The second was an international 
agreement between the British and Irish governments. The Democratic Unionist Party, led by the Rev. 
Ian Paisley, was the only major political party to oppose the agreement. It established the future status 
and system of government in the province, resulting in a consociationalist model. The 
decommissioning of arms, release of paramilitary prisoners, security arrangements and relations 
between the province and both the rest of the United Kingdom and the Republic of Ireland were also 
outlined.

106 Laurence Senelick, ‘The Queer Root of Theater’ in. The Queerest Art: Essays on Lesbian and Gay 
Theater, ed. by Minwalla, Framji and Solomon, Alisa (New York: New York University Press, 2002) 
pp.21-39 (p.26).
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interest here. David Savran in his analysis of identity in queer theatre points out that 

‘rather than attempt to universalize the queer subject, it delights in deconstructing 

subjectivity, or rather, in revealing the disruptions and divisions that structure all 

subjectivities.’ 107 This disruption of all subjectivities, especially sectarian 

subjectivities, is the important tool harnessed by queer characters in Northern Irish 

drama.

Campness in the Closet

The first innocent glimpse of a gay character in Northern Ireland revealed itself in 

Joseph Tomelty’s Right again, Barnum, first performed by the Ulster Group Theatre in 

1943. James Young ‘camped’ his way onto the stage as World War Two raged and 

Belfast was still recovering from the German bombing blitz a few years before. In it 

the Marleys are a comedic pairing of a hapless gay (but closeted) son and his money

grabbing mother who develop a scheme to financially reward themselves through the 

sale of an elderly relative’s musical arrangements. Willie John, the son, is a luckless 

dreamer and sometime writer of sappy love songs. He often takes to his room for ‘a 

wee lie down’ because he suffers from headaches. The gay son Willie John’s sexuality 

is obfuscated but a coded reading of an early scene reveals an obvious pointer for the 

contemporaneous audience as to the character’s nature. Willie John is going up to see 

a solicitor because:

107 David Savran, ‘Queer Theater and the Disarticulation of Identity’ in. The Queerest Art: Essays on 
Lesbian and Gay Theater, ed. by Framji Minwalla and Alisa Solomon (New York: New York 
University Press, 2002), pp. 152-67 (p.154).
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WILLIE-JOHN ...I was a receptionist in a dance club. And that in a

position of that kind I had to be as dandy as 1 could so 

that I needed my hair waved...’108

It transpires farcically that the poor hairdresser left the formula on too long and burnt 

his scalp; as she was kissing a policeman and had forgotten the time.109 James Young’s 

camp portrayal of a ‘son who was awfully good to his mother,’110 to quote the coded 

homosexual parlance of the day, was very popular and led him to being cast in 

Tomelty’s radio soap opera The McCooeys a few years later. Young’s popularity grew 

and the again rather camp character, ‘Derek,’ the window cleaner in the BBC Northern 

Ireland comic drama for radio The McCooeys further established him with the 

province’s admiring public. Our Jimmy, as Young was popularly known, became 

famous on the back of these flamboyant yet closeted characters’ popularity. Paul Moore 

highlights the reasons for the Ulster public’s fondness; this ‘affection stems from his 

ability to highlight social difference and everyday politics in a way which appeared to 

locate him in a ground removed from the sectarian matrix that dominates the place.’111 

He continued to perform all over the UK and Ireland with great success and was to be 

appointed artistic leader of the Group Theatre in 1960, leading eventually to the 

Guinness-world-record breaking, longest theatrical run ever of his variety show which 

contained many transgendered ‘queer’ performances. I will return to Young in more 

detail in the next chapter on gender disidentification.

108 Joseph Tomelty, Right again, Barnum (Belfast, Carter Publications, 1950), p. 9.
109 Paul Moore, “Stap Fightin’: Accents of Violence in the Work of James Young,’ in Performing 
Violence in Contemporary Ireland ed. by Lisa Fitzpatrick (Dublin: Carysfort Press, 2009), pp.l 19-29 
(p. 123).
110 Brian McMahon of the Grand Opera House in Belfast in interview with the author on Feb 1 l,h 
2012.

111 Moore, p. 119-20.
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Saving Ulster from Sodomy

The only theatre that survived the Troubles virtually unscathed was the Lyric Theatre 

on Ridgeway Street in an affluent area in the south of Belfast. It was on October 18, 

1972 that the first out gay characters walked on to a Northern Irish stage in the Lyric’s 

production of Brian Friel’s The Gentle Island. The Dublin-based gay couple Peter and 

Shane who are touring around the seemingly idyllic island of Inishkeen get caught up 

in the row between a loveless couple and Shane is eventually shot by the angry wife. 

The gay character is portrayed more as a victim trope rather than anything unsettling or 

queer however. The most notable aspect of this production in fact was that it passed 

under the critical radar of the more reactionary voices that were later to surface in the 

form of religious/right-wing bigotry and homophobia across the societal divide of the 

North. This was probably because it was overshadowed by events outside the theatre 

building where forty-eight hours of street violence in the city that October week had 

left four dead and many injured. Friel’s reputation and the non-Ulster characters 

involved with their attendant obfuscated sexuality, smoothed the reception of the 

production and resulted in none of the anti-homosexual protests that would mark later 

performances in the 1970s.

Homosexual acts between consenting adults in private were decriminalised in 

England and Wales in 1967. This change in law did not apply to Northern Ireland or 

Scotland. In 1975 the Northern Ireland Gay Rights Association was established to 

campaign to have the act extended to Northern Ireland and in response to the 

government's proposal to consider law reform, Ian Paisley"1 2 launched a Save Ulster

1 1
Ian Paisley is a politician and former church minister who co-founded the Democratic Unionist 

Party (DUP) in 1971, and was the moderator of the Free Presbyterian Church of Ulster for 57 years. 
During his early political career he led the loyalist/unionist opposition to the Catholic civil rights 
campaign, forming the Ulster Constitution Defence Committee in 1966. Many saw his firebrand anti- 
Catholic protests and marches as problematically unlawful and divisive interventions, which helped 
cause the Troubles. The former leader of the Ulster Unionist Party, David Trimble, amongst others
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from Sodomy campaign in 1977. The campaign became more fervent when the law was 

extended to Scotland in 1980. The campaign was based on his belief that the Bible 

condemns homosexuality as a sin, and that it should therefore not be legally acceptable 

in a state which, he believed, was founded on Christian principles.

However, towards the end of the 1970s there was a significant queer 

intervention into the Northern Ireland cultural scene. In 1978, and 1979 the London 

based Gay Sweatshop Theatre company113 toured two productions to Belfast. The first 

was a devised mixed-gender show called Iceberg. This focused on the lives of gay men 

and women in a repressive society and sought to show that they were central to any 

kind of anti-fascist struggle. The production was performed as part of the Belfast Fringe 

Festival at Queen's University where, in a pattern that was to be regularly repeated, a 

rally was arranged against the play by Paisley’s Democratic Unionist Party under the 

banner of his Save Ulster from Sodomy campaign. Nelson McCausland, who was later 

to become the DUP minister for Culture, Arts and Leisure in the devolved Stormont 

assembly of 2006, said that ‘financial backing should be withdrawn from the fringe 

until the play is removed from the program.’114 The publicly-funded festival refused 

and the play went ahead after a ‘near riot’115 outside the students’ union building.

The DUP...had plastered the city with bright yellow posters

have since highlighted Paisley’s role in instigating the thirty year long conflict in NI (see The Belfast 
Telegraph on 9,h June 2015). The DUP went on to become the largest unionist political party in 
Northern Ireland in 2005. With the signing of the St. Andrews agreement in 2006, which paved the 
way for the power sharing institutions to be re-established in Stormont, his position softened 
considerably and he was elected First Minister of the devolved Stormont assembly in 2008.
113 Gay Sweatshop Theatre Company was founded in London in 1975 by Drew Griffiths and Gerald 
Chapman and was a liberationist theatre cooperative that tackled issues of oppression of sexuality. 
They toured to the Project Arts Centre in Dublin in 1978, resulting in the centre’s city council grant 
being withdrawn. They disbanded in 1997.
114 The Belfast Telegraph. 26 October 1978, p.12.
115 Jeffrey Dudgeon, in interview with the author on 19th May 2012.
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announcing ‘God Demands Righteousness not Gay Rights.’ There was, 

however, a huge counter-demonstration and the DUP protestors were 

completely outnumbered. All the time it was a frightening 

experience.116

The Newsletter, which served a Protestant/unionist demographic, had advertised the 

violent protest the day before the first performance. It was interestingly the only Belfast 

newspaper to provide a review of the play, and one which was generally positive though 

it noted that “Many people would find the content novel and probably repulsive, but 

there is little doubt that it was acted and directed very professionally.”117

Jeffrey Dudgeon remembers that the company had its return booking to the 

students union building cancelled because of the events of 1978, and the following May 

the first Presbyterian church on Rosemary Street in the city centre stepped in to provide 

a venue in their church hall.1 IX They performed The Dear Love of Comrades about the 

life of Edward Carpenter, the nineteenth century socialist poet and philosopher who 

was an early gay activist. Actress and playwright Marie Jones attended the show and 

socialised afterwards with the company, and she recalled:

On the night Margaret Thatcher was elected I remember watching the 

results with some boys from Gay Sweatshop Theatre Co. who were 

touring in Belfast at that time. The mood was very dark as they thought 

that, with her election, any moves forward in terms of gay rights would 

be impossible. They were playing their show in the first Presbyterian

116 Philip Osment, ‘Finding Room on the Agenda for Love: A History of Gay Sweatshop,’ in Gay 
Sweatshop: Four Plays and a Company (London: Methuen Drama, 1989), pp. v-lxviii (p. xlii).
117 The Newsletter, 9 November 1978.
I 18 The Rosemary Hall is a rather enlightened space — ironically where William Drennan the founder 
of The United Irishmen worshipped and sought shelter in the aftermath of the 1798 Rising.
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Church in Rosemary Street. I don’t know how on earth they ended up 

there. I remember it was a great show in the agitprop style. They said 

what was unsayable in Northern Ireland.119

The unsayable here was any positive reference to marginal sexualities, which was once 

again shut down by a mediatised process of disallowance and surveillance. Betty 

Lowry, the theatre critic of the main Northern Ireland newspaper, The Belfast 

Telegraph, was quite unsympathetic, commenting that ‘love scenes between men are, 

at the very least, embarrassing.’120 This was a peculiar, specifically conservative 

Northern Irish critical response, given, as Osment says, that the widely toured 

production ‘was hailed as the most important piece of gay theatre yet produced because 

it showed the inter-relationship of personal lives and wider politics and because every 

element complimented the content,’121 and won an international theatre award at the 

Munich Festival. The character Carpenter could almost be talking about this 

contemporaneous religio-heterologic Northern Irish society, when he reads from his 

1896 book, Love’s Coming of Age, towards the end of the play:

CARPENTER: (reads) ‘Perhaps it will only be for a society more fully 

grown than ours to understand the wealth and variety of affectional 

possibilities which it has within itself.’122

119 Marie Jones in interview with the author on February 1 l'h 2012.
120 The Belfast Telegraph, 2 May 1979.
1 ^ 1 Osment, p. xlvii.
1 ~)7

" Noel Greig, ‘The Dear Love of Comrades’ in Gay Sweatshop: Four Plays and a Company ed. by 
Philip Osment (London: Methuen Drama. 1989), pp. 1-50 (p. 44).
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Carpenter’s was, interestingly, the name chosen by Dudgeon for the first Belfast 

gay nightclub in honour of this Victorian campaigner on sexuality. It reflected a 

burgeoning anarchic punk/queer scene in Belfast and the club owners drew attention to 

the fact that ‘Carpenter’s story afforded the opportunity to examine the conflict between 

organized politics...and the possibilities of [a] socialism...that embraced the 

philosophy of anarchism,’123 in that it ‘attempted to seek connections between various 

forms of oppression.’124 This Ulster attitude of homosexuality being that which was 

‘unsayable’ and ‘embarrassing’ continued into the next decade. It was not until 

Dudgeon had succeeded forcing the decriminalisation of homosexuality in the province 

in 1981 (despite Paisley’s campaign), that a truly Northern Irish gay character appeared. 

The laws were reformed and one year later in November 1982 Stage 80 Theatre 

Company premiered Martin Lynch’s Crack-Up in the Ulster Group Theatre in Belfast. 

Though Lynch has since professed his unease with the script123 and it was never 

published, it was significant in that it contained an out and to some extent proud gay 

man, Nipper.

NIPPER: Listen Desi, I’m not ashamed of bein’ the way I am. And I 

don’t have to apologise to you or anybody else. What I am is 

my business.

But I can’t hurt m’Ma and Da. Only for them I woulda come 

out long ago. Yiz all woulda known long ago.126

1 l7! Osment, p. xliv.
1 ~4 Ibid., p. xliii.
123 Martin Lynch in Panel Discussion on Crack Up November 2013, Appendix IVb, p.cxxxiii.
126 Martin Lynch, Crack-Up, unpublished prompt copy held in Theatre Archive at the Linen Hall 
Library, Belfast, p. 55.
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The play centres on a suburban drinks party (d la Mike Leigh’s Abigail’s Party'27) 

where one-upmanship is the name of the game between two estranged brothers and 

their wives, though the amount of drinking far exceeds that in Leigh’s play with home

brewed beer and Southern Comfort being coiffed enthusiastically. Both brothers are in 

unhappy marriages and their lives have had divergent social tracks for some time. 

Crack-Up is set in the new Housing Executive home of one of the brothers, a left-wing 

teacher, built in the urban regeneration of the early 1980s in west Belfast. The other 

brother is a successful businessman who lunches with the Lord Mayor, and would feel 

deeply embarrassed if it was made public that he had a homosexual brother. The gay 

brother’s name, Nipper, is an affectionate term placing him as the youngest son. The 

relatives meet for a Christmas party at which many guests fail to show, resulting in 

them having to spend more time with each other and with excess amounts of alcohol. 

Nipper’s drunken coming out to the ‘posher’ brother and his wife provides the catalyst 

for violent confrontation. The homophobic snobby wife of the businessman brother is 

shockingly, almost strangled by the socialist teacher’s brother but it is unclear if her 

homophobia has elicited this response. Even though he says:

JOE: He’s my brother! 

He’s not a queer! 

He’s my brother!128

As he is attacking his sister-in-law, there is a feeling that this homophobic incident has 

simply precipitated his violent reaction to a deep-seated resentment among the in-laws.

127 Abigail's Party is a play for stage and television written and directed in 1977 by Mike Leigh. It is a 
suburban situation comedy of manners, and a satire in the aspirations and taste of the new middle class
that emerged in Britian in the 1970s.
1 Martin Lynch, Crack-Up, unpublished prompt copy held in Theatre Archive at the Linen Hall 
Library, Belfast, p 90.
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This overlap of conflicting subjectivities is problematic in the writing; Lynda 

Henderson points out that:

The play appears consciously to put the case for groups usually at the 

wrong end of social discrimination - women and homosexuals. The 

first problem here is in the compatibility of the two causes. One group 

accounts for over 50% of the population while the other is a relative 

minority. The coupling [...] seems rather eclectic. In any case, the 

simultaneous defence of two such causes is a massive undertaking for 

a single play.129

Henderson’s problematic attitude to this coupling, in the ‘queer’ hindsight of this study, 

is symptomatic of societal thinking at the time but now reads as too rigid in that all 

sexual subjectivities are interrogated in Crack Up, even the predicament of the hapless 

husbands. It now reads as quite a radical play following Kitchin and Lysaght’s theory 

that ‘proponents of radical theories contend that individuals will only become ‘free’ 

sexual citizens through a fundamental rethinking of sexuality and sexual identity, one 

that radically destabilises existing ideas and categories.’130 The production team were 

careful to rethink the abject camp homosexual character, completely outside society.

Michael Poyner, the director, cast the heterosexual actor Niall Cusack in the 

role of Nipper.

We did not want to make him, in any way, a stereotypical 'poofter' [...] 

part of the reason I cast him. I saw him as a functioning human being,

1 ~)Q

~ Lynda Henderson, review of Stage 80’s production of Crack-Up, Theatre Ireland, 5 Jan 1984, p.99. 
130 Rob Kitchin and Karen Lysaght. ‘Sexual Citizenship in Belfast, Northern Ireland,’ in Gender,
Place & Culture: A Journal of Feminist Geography 11:1 (2004), 83-103 (p. 84-85).
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rather than a gay icon.131

Niall Cusack in the interview admits that he had other things to worry about while 

working on the play rather than what the audience would think of the character’s 

sexuality.

Our perception of the Save Ulster from Sodomy campaign the year 

before was that it was a huge joke, but it’s odd that the gay character in 

the play seems to have passed under the radar a bit. The singing of 

various Perry Como numbers during the show was much more 

terrifying to me. I didn’t even worry at all about the character’s 

homosexuality.132

Though the character of Nipper is ground-breaking, it basically provides a sensational 

catalyst for the plot; reviewers at the time variously describe him as surprising, 

sympathetic and hilarious.133 It did, however, attempt to advance the discourse of 

sexual politics in Northern Ireland. Cusack noted that one of the other actors was gay 

and he engaged in debate about the portrayal of a gay Belfast man in a truthful manner 

with Martin Lynch the author.134 The resultant coming out scene is well crafted and 

moving, and even touched on the whole nature/nurture debate on homosexuality:

NIPPER: That’s what I’m tryin’ to tell ye. Nobody made me the way I 

am. I’ve really always felt this way.

131 Michael Poyner in interview with the author on Feb 6th 2012.
132 Niall Cusack in interview with the author on Feb 10th 2012.

Eugene Moloney, Irish News, 10 November 1983, and Lynda Henderson, Theatre Ireland, 5 
January 1984.
134 Niall Cusack in interview with the author on Feb 10,h 2012.
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Desi, I didn’t get my feelins, nobody handed them to me, I 

didn’t buy them in a shop or read about them in a book, they 

were inside me, they were always there.

That’s all I want you to understand.13''

Henderson however found this coming out problematic in her critique of the play. She 

felt that on the subject of homosexuality, there ‘was a head on collision between what 

the playwright intended and what he achieves,’ and that this was made manifest in the 

audiences’ reception of Nipper’s declaration of his sexuality when they greeted it with 

howls of laughter as if it were a ‘music hall joke.’136 This is perhaps symptomatic of 

the audience’s view that the very idea of a homosexual Belfast man was outlandish, 

rather than the quality of the character’s portrayal. Marie Jones, who played the 

teacher’s wife, thought that this laughter resulted from nervous shock in the audience.137 

Henderson commends Lynch’s ambition, positing that “at the moment the will has 

outstripped the reality but the commitment to a widening of personal horizons is a brave 

and constructive one.”138

This widening of personal identity categories, and their attendant metonymic, 

political resonances, is surely the project of the queer character on the Northern Irish 

stage. And if this seems a utopian project, it follows a recurrent pattern in which 

Northern Irish dramatists, as Eva Urban puts forward, push many boundaries at once 

‘as an aspiration to change, which can be expressed not only through positive images,

135 Martin Lynch, Crack-Up, unpublished prompt copy held in Theatre Archive at the Linen Hall 
Library, Belfast, p. 56.
136 Lynda Henderson, review of Stage 80’s production of Crack-Up, Theatre Ireland, 5 Jan 1984, p.
99.
137 Marie Jones in Panel Discussion on Crack Up November 2013, Appendix IVb, p.cxxxv.
138 Ibid., p. 99.
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juxtapositions, anomalies and incongruities, but also by demonstrating destructive or 

oppressive social conditions.’139 The positive image of Nipper’s character, juxtaposed 

with class conflict in Crack Up, drew links between oppressive social conditions and 

outside ethnosectarian concerns.

Post-decriminalisation the acceptance of any homosexual subjectivity in 

Northern Irish culture continued to occasion vitriolic rhetoric. A conflation of politics 

and alternative sexuality was engendered by the most right-wing politicos themselves. 

At a 1987 party rally in Ballymena, Ian Paisley ‘declared that Margaret Thatcher and 

her government had AIDS - Anglo Irish Deceit Strategy - and that Secretary of State 

for Northern Ireland Tom King was the chief virus carrier.’140 A horrendous epidemic 

that was centre stage in public awareness, given the enormous media campaigns at the 

time, is here manipulated to imbricate a progressive political initiative with a bigoted 

perspective on a victimised minority identity. The spurious intent being to exploit an 

existing public prejudice to ratchet up the focus on the DUP's reactionary political 

agenda, while at the same time further alienating public treatment of said minority. The 

relation of marginal sexualities to political hegemony was explored that very month in 

the Lyric Theatre’s production of Mumbo Jumbo by Robert Glendinning. Glendinning, 

in an interview, said his aim was to depict a crisis of identity in the protagonist 

schoolboys, ‘paralleled by the crisis of identity that the unionist community has had to 

undergo.’141 He said ‘It is a play in which I hope I made some connection between the 

sexual crisis of a boy at an Ulster boarding school run on the lines of an English Public 

school, and the political/cultural identity crisis of Ulster loyalists.’142 This was a defiant

139 Eva Urban, Community Politics and the Peace Process in Contemporary Northern Irish Drama 
(Bern: Lang AG. 2011). p. 14.
140 The Belfast Telegraph, 28 January 1987.
141 Davina Calvert, The Irish News, 26 January 1987, p. 7.
I4_ The Sunday News, 8 February, 1987.
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response to the public reaction to the play’s premiere the week before. Although the 

preview press had been focused on the play’s politics of identity, ‘it was clear even 

before the play officially opened [...] that the sexual themes would be more 

controversial.’ 143 During the most graphic scene, that precipitated a walkout, the 

fervently Orange schoolboy Creany masturbates his poetic and idealistic friend Barry 

underneath his school blazer while recalling a mythical border between the north and 

the south of the island:

CREANEY: (...his hands start a gentle rhythmic movement) Away to 

the south they built a line of ditches where the border is now to keep 

out the rest of Ireland. It’s called the Black Pig’s Dyke.144 It’s just 

bumps in the grounds now. But It’s there, (a distant shout of howzat. 

clapping)^

This pivotal gay scene between the boys in this production, unlike the character of 

Nipper in Crack-Up, did not pass under the conservative surveillance radar; half the 

preview audience walked out.146 This precipitated a furore in sections of the press. The 

playwright’s intention of relating a crisis of identity in the schoolboy to a parallel crisis 

in unionism was perhaps overshadowed by the controversy. The sexual content became 

the scandalous aspect of the production from which the serious issues could not escape 

and undermined the play’s success at the box office in Belfast. It is symptomatic of the

143 Ophelia Byrne, State of Play: The Theatre and Cultural Identity in 20'h Century Ulster, (Belfast: 
The Linen Hall Library, 2001). p. 82.
144 Some have put forward the idea that the earthworks marked the ancient border of Ulster. However, 
there is no evidence that they "collectively constitute one border for one people" - the earthworks may 
not be contemporary to each other and there are large gaps between them.
143 Robert Glendinning, Mumbo Jumbo (London: Chappell Plays, 1987)
146 Byrne, p. 82.
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conservative values in Ulster that the play was warmly received in England, garnering 

a number of awards, while being shunned at home. As with Crack Up, the Ulster public 

saw any portrayal of gay sexuality as abject, overshadowing the playwrights’ 

intentions. Although from different sides of the socio-political binary in Northern 

Ireland, both Lynch and Glendinning explored, in their respective interrogations of the 

Troubles society, Duggan’s notion that:

In the real world, class and racial hierarchies, gender and sexual 

institutions, religious and ethnic boundaries are the channels through 

which money, political power, cultural resources, and social 

organisation flow. The economy cannot be transparently abstracted 

from the state or the family, from practices of racial apartheid, gender 

segmentation, or sexual regulation.147

Mapped onto a Northern Irish context, I would propose the playwrights were exploring 

the channels through which economic, social and political power affect both sectarian 

and sexual binaries.

Civil Rights and Queer Republican Theatre

One year later in 1988 we see the first of many interesting intersections between gay 

rights, republicanism and theatre in Northern Ireland. Belfast Community Theatre, a 

socialist community theatre group from Ballymurphy, and based in the heart of the 

republican community at the Conway Mill on the Falls Road, attempted to deal with

147 Lisa Duggan, The Twilight of Equality: Neoliberalism, Cultural Politics and the Attack on 
Democracy (Boston: Beacon Press, 2003), p. xiv.
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issues of gay liberation in a play called Ecce Homo. BCT’s approach to gay sexuality 

differed from the earlier appearances of homosexual characters detailed above in that 

its purpose was to propose a radical alignment between the rights of gay individuals as 

equal in consideration to all other civil rights issues. Although it never made it to a full 

public performance, the collaborative methodologies they used resulted in a finished 

script and a number of private ‘work in progress’ showings. It was finally publicly 

performed some twenty years later by TheatreofplucK (with four members of the 

original cast) in a rehearsed reading at Queen’s University as part of the 2008 

OUTBURST Queer Arts Festival in Belfast, discussed later. The BCT play tells the 

story of a young gay man, Emanuel, struggling with the idea of coming out to his 

family. He has a secure relationship with his boyfriend and they are trying to move to 

a new flat together. His mother initially assumes that he wants to 'live in sin' with his 

punk 'girlfriend' whom she also assumes to be pregnant. She is devastated when she 

learns the truth and she turns to her local priest for support. When Emmanuel eventually 

comes out to his father he is disowned completely. Ecce Homo is a powerful title, and 

is thematically and structurally at the heart of the play. The phrase ‘ecce homo,’ or 

‘behold the man’ can be interpreted as equating the struggle of the gay man (‘homo’) 

with that of any oppressed man (homo). That these are the words of Pontius Pilate 

presenting Christ in a crown of thorns to a hostile crowd before his crucifixion becomes 

a way of thematically challenging the ‘belief system’ of the community. A harrowing, 

arguably blasphemous, image of Christ as a victim of homophobic attacks is presented 

by the main character.

EMANUEL: I saw the crucified Christ three days ago. He did not 

hang by the cross, but lay instead on a Belfast street. There
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were no nails in His limbs, no crown of thorns, no open 

wounds. The Queer-bashers had left nothing. But a gaping 

gash upon His head. And he did not cry: 'Forgive them, Lord;' 

but only lay there, gazing at the rain-filled sky.148

Belfast Community Theatre flourished for a few years in the late 1980s, at a time when 

'The Troubles' in Northern Ireland were going through one of their worst phases. Tony 

Flynn, one of the main members of BCT, describes Belfast as 'a powder-keg waiting to 

go off - a cauldron'149 of sectarian tension and political strife. Ballymurphy, where the 

theatre company was based, is the heart of West Belfast and to its north is the longest 

'peaceline' in Europe dividing it from a loyalist/Protestant area. In this economically 

deprived area of the city, BCT was a politicised, interventionist community theatre that 

was absolutely embedded in its locale, at a time when its community members were in 

the midst of armed conflict. In Theatres of the Troubles, Bill McDonnell outlines their 

‘methodological armoury’ saying that ‘form, content and process evolved empirically 

in the unstable conditions of conflict, as also did their view of the theatre’s political 

role.’150 Beyond this localised frame, it was also aligned to the practices and principles 

of the radical community theatre of mainland United Kingdom of the 1970s and 80s; 

similar in purpose, in fact, to Gay Sweatshop, who had visited a decade before. Baz 

Kershaw elucidates:

148 Joe Reid and Belfast Community Theatre, Ecce Homo, unpublished script, Belfast Community 
Theatre. 1988, p. 39.
149 Tony Flynn, in interview with the author on 8lh March 2008.
150 Bill McDonnell, Theatres of the Troubles; Theatre, Resistance and Liberation in Ireland (Exeter: 
University of Exeter Press, 2008), p. 59.
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The companies making this theatre aimed to combine art and action, 

aesthetics and pragmatics. Often they were dealing with material - 

stories, documentary information, images and so on - inscribed with 

questions of fundamental importance to their audiences. Always their 

starting point was the nature of their audience and its community. The 

aesthetics of their performances were shaped by the culture of their 

audience's community.151

This was certainly the case with Belfast Community Theatre's radical methodology 

which was born out of their long-standing practice as community workers in West 

Belfast. Joe Reid, community activist and founding member of BCT, is adamant that 

theatre has a role in exploring ideas central to the community's concerns and 

highlighting any important issues: 'The Troubles' were the main issue at the time and, 

to break away from the feeling of being powerless, theatre meant you had a voice.'152 

In exploring the use of this voice, Reid and the group consciously presented the 

community not as a homogeneous monolithic nationalist/Catholic identity but rather 

stressed that it was made up of many people of various political viewpoints within that 

segregated construct. He insists that 'you must have an awareness that your voice is full 

of your own contradictions.'153 Reid's point is confirmed in a recent sociological and 

spatial examination of Belfast's 'segregated communities' by Peter Shirlow and Brendan 

Murtagh who suggest that:

151 Baz Kershaw, The Politics of Performance: Radical Theatre as Cultural Intervention (London: 
Routledge, 1992), p. 5 - Kershaw’s emphasis.
1

~ Joe Reid, in interview with the author on 2T‘ April 2008.
153 Ibid.
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it could be argued that highly segregated communities contain 

diverse populations that reject/partly reject or accept symbolic 

representations and discursive hegemonies that are related to wider 

ethno-sectarianised discourses.154

Within the company and its artistic collaborators, there was an extreme degree of 

variation in republican sympathies, from mild nationalist tendencies, through marxist 

socialism, to active IRA volunteers. For Reid, their empowering, political and 

community-based approach was a tool for examining the plurality and contradictions 

of identity within this localised, segregated culture; and crucially, of the civil rights of 

all these identities. Reid's vision for the transformative power of this kind of theatre is 

absolute as he sets out in his introduction to Ecce Homo: ‘There is no such phrase as 

waiting for freedom, justice, equality. These phrases are given to us by those who would 

have us wait. Take what is ours! Theatre is our weapon!’It was not surprising that 

this theatre was largely unreported by mainstream media at the time. Its oppositional 

cultural practices were fundamentally challenging to contemporaneous hegemonic 

discourses and few reviews on the company appeared in the theatrical press.

One might initially suppose that to take on a ’gay liberation' play was a startling 

change of direction but there was a clear progression from previous productions that 

led directly to Ecce Homo. One previous production, Sign on the Dotted Line (1987, 

BCT), examined women's rights using the subject matter of strip-searching at the local 

women's prison. For the company it was clear that all the issues they dealt with were

154 Peter Shirlow and Brendan Murtagh, Belfast: Segregation, Violence and the City (London: Pluto, 
2006), p. 25.
155 Joe Reid, introduction to Ecce Homo, unpublished script, Belfast Community Theatre, 1988.
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focused on civil rights and the infringements of them. Marie McKnight, a founder 

member of the company, clarifies their decision to work on a gay rights theme:

We had been looking at people who were marginalised and we decided 

to look at gay issues because a number of our group were gay and had 

been doubly marginalised because of this. We had raised the 'unraise- 

able' before, so we felt we were in the best position to tackle this issue.156

For BCT gay liberation was one issue that could not be separated out from a general 

liberation agenda. They used the coming out experiences of two of their main actors, 

Tony Flynn and Gerard McLaughlin to construct a script supporting these performers’ 

civil rights within their own republican community. This company was part of a 

politically very sophisticated community and as McDonnell points out:

At this time you were beginning to get an important rethinking of 

republican views on gay rights, women's rights, gender politics more 

generally, led by male and female IRA prisoners in Maghaberry and the 

Maze prisons. So the B.C.T. work was not an isolated gesture but part 

of a wider intellectual/cultural re-valuation by important formations 

within republicanism.1^7

Reid goes further, saying categorically that this was not a gay liberation play but a play 

about 'rights, entitlements and dignity.'158 Given that their productions were intensely 

debated among the group, and would have been shown in rehearsed readings to the

156 Marie Me Knight, in interview with the author on 20th April 2008.
157 Bill Me Donnell, in an emailed interview response to the author, April 2008.
150

Joe Reid, in interview with the author on 21s' April 2008.
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wider Nationalist community at Conway Mill, including members of Sinn Fein, this 

new production was an important symbol of this 're-valuation'. Martin Lynch, the well- 

known Belfast playwright, described this quiet volte-face that the republican movement 

and Sinn Fein in particular was undertaking during this period.

Through the 1970s and into the 80s they [Sinn Fein] were conservative 

and right wing in their leadership but, in the late 80s, its liberalisation 

and political evolution was mirrored by the rows on women’s rights and 

abortion in the Ard Fheis.159

The Sinn Fein party of the 1970s was far removed from their perceived current 

position as the most pro-gay rights political party in the north of Ireland. Their landmark 

1996 document on gay rights Moving On: A Policy for Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual Equality 

states that ‘it is time we moved on and made our position crystal clear - there is no 

room for discrimination on the grounds of sexual orientation in our party, in our 

community nor in our country.’160 This was a radical shift from the position mentioned 

in Chapter One when the gay rights movement had approached the party in 1974. 

Dudgeon’s successful judgement in 1981 in Northern Ireland, mentioned earlier, was 

the case cited in the successful David Norris v Ireland human rights judgement, which 

took place in 1988; the same year BCT were working on Ecce Homo. The wider 

republican movement would have been aware of the Norris case and it was also in the 

background of the minds of the BCT theatre makers themselves. Representatives of 

Sinn Fein interacted with the company and their collaborative working methods led to

159 Martin Lynch, in interview with the author on 7lh April 2008.
160 Moving On: A Policy for Lesbian, Gay and Bisexual Equality, Sinn Fein policy document held in 
Linen Hall Library, Belfast.
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much debate around issues of identity, politics and performance. This was reflected in 

Moving On, which was ratified by Sinn Fein in 1996.

One year later another community theatre group, Derry Frontline,161 produced 

a play called Time Will Tell, which, while not a gay liberation play as such, featured the 

character of a lesbian daughter. The production broke many taboos and was 

symptomatic of the seismic shift that had taken place in Republican attitudes to identity 

politics referred to above. It followed Derry Frontline’s revolutionary agenda:

namely that the war was being prosecuted by militants whose radical 

challenge to the colonial power was contradicted by a reflexive 

conservatism when it came to the historic ‘colonization’ of women, 

gays, lesbians and all minorities by the repressive theologies of a 

corrupt and misogynistic Church.162

Time Will Tell follows the destruction of a diasporic Derry family in Manchester. The 

mother and father emigrated to avoid the Troubles in their hometown, but the events 

they witnessed weigh heavily on them. The father has become a single-minded, 

workaholic (and alcoholic) who rejects any perceived weaknesses in his children. The 

son, having been thrown out of the parental home, enlists with the army and does a 

harrowing tour of duty in Northern Ireland. It is the lesbian daughter, Katrina, that is of 

interest here. Although a more minor character, it is notable that the strict parental 

control she lived under has affected her ability to deal with a full homosexual 

relationship. When her brother comes to visit her at her partner’s flat, she has a mental

161 Derry Frontline was a community theatre project set up in 1990 by Dan Baron Cohen as an 
extension to his Frontline: Culture and Education project in Manchester (1986-90).
162 McDonnell, p. 125.
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breakdown at the thought of her sexuality being discovered. She packs away anything 

that might suggest a lesbian lives there and has burned some love letters; she even gets 

worried about the ashes being found.

KATRINA: Where should I put this? He could go through the bins. 

D’you think anyone saw me burn it? They might mention it. When Tm 

not here to distract him...

Are we moving? Don’t tell anyone about this Sandra! Promise!

We’ll have to live separately. I’ll manage. You can visit from time 

to time late at night. I’m afraid Sandra. I’m afraid -163

It is significant that the repressive nature of conservative Northern Irish homophobic 

society has crossed the sea to England. But the play having been created in workshops 

in Manchester travelled back across the Irish Sea and was performed in Derry and 

Belfast. There is a final ‘coming out’ scene of reconciliation between the mother and 

the gay daughter, where it appears familial acceptance is on the cards. The mother asks 

whether she should kiss her daughter’s partner or shake her hand. Seeing this exiled 

family unit as a metonym for a Northern Irish society seeking resolution and a way 

forward from painful memories in the midst of a conflict, the bridge-building here is a 

hopeful (if a little utopian) closing. But McDonnell is adamant about the production’s 

performance affect, saying that:

163 Derry Frontline, ‘Time Will Tell,’ in Dan Baron Cohen, ed.. Theatre of Self-determination (Derry: 
Guildhall Press, 2001). pp. 81-139 (p. 124).
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Play and reality, the theatre of war and the theatre about war, the

violation of families and family violences, are skilfully conflated as the 

play pushes the war into the living room, transforming what is safe and 

distal into the proximal and disturbing.164

This transformative affect can be seen, on reflection, as antagonising all personal 

identities both in the dysfunctional family unit and in its metonymic portrayal of the 

broken Northern Irish society of the time. Its director Dan Baron Cohen speaks 

poetically of the new 'queer' space metaphorically opening up on the first night 

production:

the community centre had been transformed into a new space of 

empathy by an uncontrollable laughter which transgressed centuries of 

prohibition. Republican guerrillas and gay activists passed through the 

checkpoints together that marked the frontiers of their ghettoes.16’1

The queering of segregated space then was both symbolic and physical in that it could 

occupy abandoned and walled off city spaces and established perhaps a theoretical 

place of communion between segregated identities. The gay rights agenda observed in 

BCT's praxis and Frontline’s reception in the midst of that turbulent decade presented 

their audience with an alignment between the rights of marginalised sexual identities 

and shared common civil rights. And in turn this emergent queer identity was 

highlighting to the dysfunctional society in Northern Ireland the disabled place in the 

middle that had been somewhat forgotten and abandoned in the midst of conflict;

164 McDonnell, p. 131.
165 Dan Baron Cohen , Alfabetizagdo Cultural: a luta intima por uma nova humanidade ( Sao Paulo: 
Alfarrabio, 2004). pp. 114-15.
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foregrounding a theoretical site where people can meet to resolve thrences. This 

is the essence of the desegregated positionality of queer identity innance and is 

perhaps why it has been returned to again and again by Northend’s theatre 

makers.

Crisis Masculinities and Conflict Transformation.

As Derry Frontline explored this ‘new space of empathy,’ secrciations were 

taking place between the British government and a nationalist g made up of 

representatives of Sinn Fein, the Social Democratic and Labour P)LP) and the 

Dublin government. Moving on from their reassessment of all civiln the context 

of identity politics mentioned earlier, the Republican movemognised ‘that 

physical force alone could not advance the objectives of eqrnd national 

democracy.’If,(’ Bill Me Donnell outlines the pivotal role Sinn Fein jerry Adams 

played in eventually persuading the IRA to declare a ceasefire in of 1994; ‘he 

had begun to steer the movement towards the Long Peace sor the hunger 

strikes,’ l67in the early 1980s. The British government banned his vm any media 

broadcast in 1988, leading to his bizarre overdubbing by actors, iempt to stifle 

any oxygen of publicity for the Republican movement; his puhtity became 

theatrically fractured.

There continued to be a conflation of politics, identity and ive sexuality 

in cultural discourse during the protracted delicate ceasefire and pgotiations of 

the 1990s; most notably in performances on film. In Neil JordanOyrng Game 

(1992) Jaye Davidson achieved one of the film’s six academy avuinations for

166 Denis O’Hearn, Sam Porter, Alan Harpur, ‘Turning Agreement to Process: anism and 
Change in Ireland,’ in Capital & Class, 22:69 (1999). 7-25 (p. 7).
167 McDonnell, p. 166.
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his performance as the transgendered girlfriend of an IRA man on the run. Despite 

international critical success, Brian Singleton points out that the tabloid newspaper 

response in the UK reflected a homophobic intervention in the politics of Northern 

Ireland:

With the catchy headline ‘Homo Provo’, completely ignorant of the 

actual screenplay, the discrediting of the Republican movement 

through charges of sexual ‘dissidence’ continued the colonial struggle 

for supremacy through a matrix of gender and sexuality.168

The accelerated period of history from 1990 to 2000 though did not produce any ‘queer’ 

characters on the Northern Irish stage apart from the transgendered May McFettridge 

who presided over the annual pantomime at Belfast’s Grand Opera House (detailed in 

Chapter Three). It wasn’t until the new millennium had arrived that a play with a queer 

character exploring the devastating effects of the Troubles and the crises of 

masculinities attendant to the developing Peace Process was staged. In Joseph Crilly’s 

On McQuillan’s Hill (2001) commissioned by Tinderbox Theatre Company,169 a 

released Republican prisoner, who is also a closeted homosexual, is released from jail. 

The prisoner, Fra Maline, is welcomed with a party in an isolated community hall; the 

last party to be held there before the hall is taken over by a private developer. The new 

owner turns out to be his estranged sister Loretta, whose daughter Theresa he had 

secretly adopted; and Ray, the builder engaged by her, is his old IRA commander, and 

her former lover. As all these secrets and lies become exposed along with Fra’s

168 Brian Singleton, Masculinities and the Contemporary Irish Theatre (Basingstoke: Palgrave 
MacMillan, 2011), p. 103.
169 Formed in 1988 and based in Belfast, Tinderbox Theatre Company is one of Northern Ireland’s 
longest established and most respected independent theatre companies. Tinderbox is dedicated to new 
writing for the theatre.
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sexuality. The builder shockingly seduces the adopted daughter before learning that he 

is in fact her real father. Era’s former Protestant lover, Dessie, who is a married family 

man and is also the boss who has sacked Theresa from her factory job, returns to claim 

Era’s affections. Niall Cusack, who played Nipper in Crack Up (Lynch 1983), played 

the first post-conflict gay Northern Irish man. Fra. Heterosexual actor Niall, in 

interview, speaks proudly of this and his enjoyment in playing the role and in its 

reception by gay members of the audience.

I played a butch, foul-mouthed swaggering Neanderthal of an IRA man 

- but that was not a cover, he would have acted like that even out of 

the closet. Indeed I got off on the foul-mouthed sweet-talking scenes 

that engendered huge laughs from the audience. Gay men often came 

up and hugged me after the show - and fellow gay actors applauded 

my portrayal.170

Despite its Troubles framing, this is a non-stereotypical version of a queer troubles 

identity; though closeted, his is the least shocking of the community’s secrets in fact. 

The relationship between Fra and Dessie teeters between obsessive passion and 

sectarian mistrust. Dessie turns out to be the reason that Fra ended up in prison as he 

was secretly meeting members of the NI security forces during their relationship and 

the IRA decided that he could not be trusted. Fra is devastated on finding this out and 

the builder Ray ironically consoles him:

Fra is rigid with deep emotional misery

170 Niall Cusack in interview with the author on Feb 10lh 2012.
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FRA: (whispering intensely) Dessie... What do 1 have to do?

RAY: (quietly) Sure you’ll see him again.

FRA: What do I have to do to make my life go right?

RAY: It's these oul mixed marriages y’see...

Peace?171

Although Ray is making light of the situation by referring to the lovers’ religion as their 

main problem, theirs is the seemingly resolved relationship at the end of the play. All 

the heterosexual characters are alone and have had their lives shattered by the preceding 

act of incest, while the gay couple leave the stage together to hopefully build some kind 

of relationship. Crilly is perhaps pointing towards a complete rethinking of gender and 

sexual identities alongside the new political situation that is emerging in post-conflict 

society in Northern Ireland; one that would have led to the aforementioned gay 

marriage perhaps.177 Crilly admits that societal progress in Northern Ireland can be an 

uneven project, with identities in flux manipulated by these unfamiliar developing 

circumstances, saying that:

In many ways, things are changing fast here, and yet, in many more 

ways, change is slow to come. It is a desperately conservative society, 

and it will take a long time for entrenched mind-sets to alter 

radically.173

171 Joseph Crilly. On McQuillan's Hill (Belfast: Tinderbox Theatre Company, 2000), p. 95.
172

“ The first UK gay civil partnership ceremony took place in Belfast City Hall a few years later in 
December 2005.
173 Joseph Crilly, in interview with Jane Coyle, The Belfast Telegraph, 25 February 2001.
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Crisis masculinities174 represented in On McQuillan’s Hill have a legacy of violence 

that must be addressed and the metonymic shattered family portrayed in the play 

reflects the post-conflict conservative society traumatised by the Troubles. Crilly’s 

queer address to masculinity is echoed by Kathryn Conrad, who proposes the 

‘homosexual as a free-floating agent who personifies the break-down of national 

borders, particularly when those within the borders believe themselves to be under 

siege.’17:1 The play’s hilltop community under ‘siege’ from the peace process and 

economic upheaval is reflecting the Northern Irish society in flux, with the non- 

normative sexuality framed as less problematic. The devastating upheaval in this 

broken family could be expressed in terms put forward by Eva Urban in her study of 

Northern Irish theatre of the Peace Process, in that it ‘expresses the obstinate attempt at 

rescuing an element of utopian hope from disgust at history, fear for the future and a 

complete awareness of the horror of reality.’176 The elderly housekeeper Mrs. Tymelly 

joins Loretta and Theresa to present a utopian closing image of three generations of 

women looking forward to the sun rising and the possibilities of a new day.

MRS TYMELLY: The light is cornin’ up. It’s very late.. .or is it early?

Loretta closes her eyes and rocks while stroking Theresa’s head in a

very tender and maternal way.177

174 The role of men in post-conflict Northern Irish society had shifted radically from that during the 
Troubles. The masculine identity of ex-prisoners, former combatants and those associated with 
paramilitary organisations was particularly affected.

Kathryn Conrad ‘Queer Treasons: Homosexuality and Irish National Identity,’ in Cultural Studies, 
15:1 (2001). pp. 124-37 (p. 127).
176 Eva Urban, Community Politics and the Peace Process in Contemporary Northern Irish Drama 
(Bern: Lang AG, 2011), p. 15.
177 Joseph Crilly. On McQuillan’s Hill, (Belfast: Tinderbox Theatre Company, 2000), p. 110.
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Crilly’s closing image moves the metonymic family unit into a new if uncertain 

territory, reflecting the tentative peace in 2001. He looks to a feminist agenda in this 

Northern Irish ‘Three Graces’ image, echoing Connolly’s idea that ‘because of the 

intensely patriarchal nature of party politics in Northern Ireland, we need to look closely 

at the fissures of civil society to find expressions of conflicting feminisms.’178 Looking 

for these interstitial expressions of identities that work against the conflict politics can 

be problematic. Some feminisms, notably radical republican feminists, even supported 

the paramilitary actions and participated in the conflict. Women and homosexuals in 

Northern Irish society, according to Duggan, ‘mobilised and organised themselves 

politically, managing different facets of their identities to their advantage, or concealing 

these in the wake of hostility and potential ostracism;’179 just as the three women in On 

McQullian's Hill have revealed and hidden parts of their stories according to 

conservative societal pressures aggravated by the conflict.

Other alternative sections of society sought to isolate themselves from the 

Troubles.180 In Darragh Carville’s radio play Regenerations (also 2001) the Belfast 

branch of the Doctor Who appreciation society, whose members are mostly gay, 

celebrate their twentieth anniversary conference. The members talk about the society 

doing its desegregating ‘bit’ for the peace process, as it was a forum in which some 

Catholic and Protestants had met each other for the first time. The wife of the one 

straight member of the group is asked when her new husband had ‘come out’ as being 

a Doctor Who fan, humorously undermining the, now more acceptable, sexual identity

178 Linda Connolly, ‘Feminist Politics and the Peace Process,’ in Capital & Class, 22:69 (1999), 145 - 
159 (p. 156).
179 Marian Duggan, Queering Conflict: Examining Lesbian and Gay Experiences of Homophobia in
Northern Ireland (Farnham, Ashgate Publishing, 2012) p. 116.
180 This isolationist impulse was a common factor between myself and my collaborators which we 
discovered in our rehearsal processes for the practice piece. Our parents, like many others tried to 
shield us from the worst aspects of the Troubles, wrapping us in cotton wool. This idea made its way 
into the finished script of Divided, Radical And Gorgeous (DRAG).
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of the other members. The conference takes place in a fictitious hotel near the catholic 

lower Ormeau Road in Belfast, a notable sectarian flashpoint in the Troubles, during 

the Protestant marching season. As the situation outside deteriorates into violence 

following a march, the damaged alcoholic Martin chastises the others for isolating 

themselves in a children’s science fiction television programme: “There are people 

living and dying out there!”181 Debates in the conference bar compare their situation in 

Northern Ireland to a Doctor Who plotline, where an isolated group of humans facing 

dark external forces are waiting for a hero to come rescue them. And surprisingly, as 

the group falls apart and physical alcohol-fuelled violence ensues, Tom Baker, the actor 

who played the fourth Doctor, intervenes; however in this case he is also attacked. 

Baker escapes the bar with Martin’s lover Brian, who describes his childhood growing 

up in a homophobic society where he was spat on and ridiculed daily; but they get 

caught in the sectarian rioting. Magically Baker, as the Doctor, is allowed everywhere 

and they can gain safe passage through the barricades of the riots. A utopian imperative 

concludes the piece as Baker, playing the Doctor, describes the distressed humans as 

‘puny defenceless bipeds’ who nevertheless prove to be ‘indomitable.’182 The science 

fiction backdrop to this play underlines the seemingly fantastical change experienced 

during this period of accelerated history surrounding the Peace Process. It also points, 

however, to the societal separation of the geeky fan-base of the show, and their 

attendant removal from any engagement, which could strengthen this process. 

Carville’s play proposes that their alternative sexuality, although marked as outside the 

ethnosectarian binary, must be activated societally to produce any positive change in 

that dysfunctional community. The desired inclusive society that overcomes is

181 Darragh Carville, Regenerations, broadcast December Is1 2001, BBC Radio 3.
182 Ibid.
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rehearsed as it were in performance but found lacking. Eva Urban posits the impetus of 

this particular kind of Northern Irish drama:

This verbal, physical, visual and musical rebellion is tested on the 

stage with a view to being transferred into action in the real world, 

hence underlining the primal subversive of all drama as a utopian 

space where ideas are tried and literally played out, contributing to 

positive changes for society.183

This utopian performative 184 was rehearsed the following year in Tinderbox’s 

production of Tim Loane’s Caught Red Handed or 'How to Prune a Whin Bush ’ (2002) 

which centres around the power struggle after the death of the leader of a fictional 

‘Alternative’ Unionist party. As a counterpoint to their production of Crilly’s play the 

previous year, the homosexual protagonist is from the loyalist/Protestant community. 

This gay character does engage in the wider political process and as an alternative 

identity he proposes to radically alter the society in which he lives. The leader passes 

away from a heart attack soon after the play begins, after rallying the unionist 

community to boycott a proposed referendum on a united Ireland. He is the father of 

the gay character Wayne, who is amongst the cronies that hatch a plan to use a 

doppelganger to replace the dead leader until the vote. The hapless doppelganger is a 

simple farmer who happens to be a catholic; the abject other whose misfortune it is to 

look like their chief. Phelan posits that:

1 S'*■ Eva Urban, Community’ Politics and the Peace Process in Contemporary Northern Irish Drama
(Bern: Lang AG, 201 1), p.32.
184 The idea of the ‘utopian performative’ impulse, especially in queer performance, is most notably 
explored by Jill Dolan in Utopia in Performance: Finding Hope at the Theater, (Ann Arbor: University 
of Michigan Press, 2005).
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The carnivalesque process of his performance, with its self reflexive 

impersonation and role playing, enacts the dissolution of these fixed, 

familiar co-ordinates, and collapses the entire ontological integrity of 

this bicultural framework [...] multiple subject positions are possible.18"’

Role-playing and its attendant attention to the performance of identity allow the re

examination of all sectarian identities and their construction. The multiple unionist 

identities, as represented by the various cronies, compete for dominance, Loane 

exposing their various machinations and the veneer of acceptability the hardliners 

present. The 'broad farce’186 structure eventually triggers the promotion of Wayne to 

replace his father after an assassination attempt. The promotion, centre stage, of a queer 

subjectivity is seemingly unproblematic as Wylie, the party’s spin doctor, is forced to 

admit:

WYLIE: We have accepted him for who he is and embraced him in our 

hearts. We urge you to do the same and to put your future in his 

capable hands.187

The fantastical idea that a gay character could be welcomed in a right wing unionist 

party this way effectively dismantles the believability of the concept of a proposed 

referendum. Richard Clements, who played Wayne, outlines the production’s ambition: 

The whole idea about that play was how open-minded can the 

unionists be about the future. If all their worst nightmares come to

18^ Mark Phelan, ‘The fantasy of post-nationalism in Northern theatre: Caught Red Handed 
transplanting the planter,’ in Australian Drama Studies: Performing Ireland, 43 (October 2003), 89 - 
107 (p. 92).
186 Ibid., p. 101.
IS?.

Tim Loane, Caught Red Handed or ‘How to Prune a Whin Bush', (Belfast: Tinderbox Theatre 
Company, 2002), p. 59.
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fruition - which is what happens - and then the person who has to save 

the situation is a queer character? If religion goes hand in hand with 

unionist politics, then treatment of sexuality goes hand in hand with 

that too. Wayne forces unionists to look at everything, but the farcical 

quality dampens the political explosiveness.188

The idea that a gay unionist is seen to explicate a crisis of identity in the unionist 

position and provide a way forward beyond entrenched atavistic concerns is a utopian 

hyperbole as fantastical as the Doctor Who plot Carville used a few months earlier.

WAYNE: There is another way for us. There has to be. I don’t know 

exactly what it is yet and I can’t pretend that I have all the answers 

because I want to be upfront with you. But I do know that I want us to 

find that way together.... It’s not the end of the world; it’s the 

beginning of a new challenge.

Phelan sees this scene as a dramaturgical function, which is simply enacted ‘to provide 

the playwright with a platform from which to proclaim his own political philosophy as 

a Protestant nationalist.’189 Clements was ‘quite edgy about how it would be received 

by DUP politicians’, given the party’s attitude to homosexuality and the thinly veiled 

Paisleyesque performance of Dan Gordon as the leader. The improbable ending perhaps 

undermined the efficacy of the production’s ambitions and served to ‘insulate the

188 aRichard Clements, in interview with the author, 22na February 2012.
189 Mark Phelan, ‘The fantasy of post-nationalism in Northern theatre: Caught Red Handed 
transplanting the planter,’ in Australian Drama Studies: Performing Ireland, 43 (October 2003), 89- 
107 (p. 100).
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audience from any vigorous questioning of values’190 meaning that ‘some junior DUP 

members did attend and enjoyed it.’191 The fact that these junior DUP members 

remained untroubled by the production points out its failure to square the sectarian 

circle with its queer ambitions.

The indeterminacy inherent in Wayne’s closing lines, however, is according to 

Kirsch ‘a basic tenet of those things queer,’ where ‘the project of disassembling 

“norms’’ is the major goal.’192 This disassembling of post-conflict unionism through the 

queer prism of Wayne, is only partially successful in that although he ‘break[s] ranks 

with their families and communities to espouse a civic, shared sense of belonging that 

suggests that the next generation might just make it “to the far side of revenge’”,192 his 

veiled DUP origins seem even more fanciful than the political denouement he proposes. 

But Loane’s blunted queer plot outcome does follow Urban and Conrad's utopian 

imperative in that Wayne’s identity ‘seems a promising alternative to a sectarian 

politics of identity that has defined the lives of those in the North for so long.’194

Queer Dissidence: from Hope to Disillusionment and Back Again.

If we acknowledge that the quest for utopia should proceed in ways 

that are realistic and feasible, by meeting current reality (in all its 

ugliness) halfway, then we will see clearly the merits of revisionist

190 Ibid, p. 101.
191 ARichard Clements, in interview with the author, 22nd February 2012.
19^ Max H. Kirsch, Queer Theory and Social Change (London: Routledge, 2000), p. 35.
193 Mark Phelan, ‘(Un)settlement: Political Parody and the Northern Irish Peace Process,’ in Ilha do 
Desterro, A Journal of English Language, Literatures in English and Cultural Studies, 52 (2010), 191 - 
215 (p. 196-97).
194 Kathryn Conrad ‘Queer Treasons: Homosexuality and Irish National Identity,’ in Cultural Studies, 
15:1 (2001), 124-37 (p. 137).
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consociationalism and the limits of the positions adopted by its

individualist liberal critics.195

The pragmatics of the negotiations between the two extremes of the political class in 

the province led to a less optimistic, disillusioned cultural unpicking of identity 

characteristics as the peace negotiations continued during the first decade of the new 

millennium. The consociationalist196 solution proposed in the Belfast Agreement had 

still failed to fully materialise in 2004 when Red Lead Arts197 commissioned a new 

diasporic play from playwrights Marie Jones and Maurice Bessman. The resultant 

production was The Liverpool Boat, a site-specific production set in the Dockers 

cabaret club, in an area of Belfast called Sailortown. It tells the stories, through a series 

of flashbacks punctuated by song, of a group of people escaping Northern Ireland to 

England on the ferry to Liverpool, entertained by a smooth cabaret host. One of the 

main emigres is a gay man called Norman from the Ulster farming heartland. We see 

him dropping into the only gay bar in town, populated by stereotypically camp clientele, 

instead of attending his wedding to a woman, before escaping that night to the ferry. 

He falls in love with Keith, who cannot understand the ultra-conservative values that 

dominate Norman’s relationship with his mother and homeland. Director Moore and 

writer Jones wanted to achieve an authentic portrayal of Norman’s experience and

195 Shane O'Neill. 'Recognition, equality, difference: Achieving democracy in Northern Ireland,’ in 
Consociational Theory: McGarry and O'Leary and the Northern Ireland Conflict, ed. by Rupert 
Taylor (London: Routledge, 2009), p. 87- 98 (p. 98).
196 Consociational power sharing accommodates groups by voluntarily including all sizeable 
communities in executive and legislative institutions; by promoting proportionality throughout public 
administration, including the electoral system, security systems, and the courts; and through granting 
communities autonomy in their distinctive affairs. The political parties at the extreme ends of the 
political spectrum in Northern Ireland, the DUP and Sinn Fein, had yet to be accommodated in this 
form of government.
197 A group led by Carol Moore, whose ethos was to promote the arts in East Belfast around the former 
dockyards. It promoted cultural diversity and social regeneration through all kinds of arts practice 
including theatre.
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interviewed three older gay men about the scene in Belfast in the 1960s. The outrageous 

camp attitude portrayed in the bar and ferry scenes, though controversial, was 

somewhat based in reality. The gay men of the time hid their sexuality in their daily 

lives, performing a straightness which constricted them so much that when they were 

able to show their latent sexuality to each other they went to the other extreme of over- 

the-top camp play.19S Phelan saw this as a wasted opportunity to show how the ferry 

provided ‘shelter and sanctuary from the openly homophobic societies of Belfast and 

Liverpool [though] intriguing [as] a liminal passage between ports expressive of these 

oppressive times, only for this evocative motif to be egregiously wasted as the 

homosexual crew camp it up as dancing queen parodies at a gay disco.’199 This 

portrayal was in danger of returning the stage homosexual to the frivolous figure-of- 

fun paradigm of James Young’s characters decades earlier, but there was a serious 

consideration of how homosexuals that defied society’s abject camp positioning of 

them could move identity politics forward in Northern Ireland:

KEITH: I can’t live the lie, Norman... my family know and they’re not 

exactly proud, but they accept it. I’ve never loved a man like I love 

you. I thought you were different... strong... big enough to tell people 

in this country that we’re not going away. Oh yeah they can ignore the 

flighty gay boys like me... but you... the men in suits... the ones who 

don’t wear their gayness on their sleeve. You’re the ones who’ll upset

198 •This camp portrayal led to some gay members ol the audience complaining and Moore had to 
respond detailing the verbatim methodology. One of the actors, Doherty, though said that after the first 
night some younger straight actors went too far in their play with phallic props and dancing to elicit 
laughs from the audience. See Appendix IVa, pp. xcv-xcvii. Marie Jones ‘wasn’t happy at all about the 
portrayal of the smaller gay parts in The Liverpool Boat. It was a ridiculous over the top decision by the 
actors. They didn't understand that these were supposed to be real people with real lives, but some 
straight actors go to that easy surface portrayal of gayness.’ Appendix IVa, pp. cxv.
199 Mark Phelan, review of The Liverpool Boat, in Irish Theatre Magazine, 33 (Spring 2007).

87



the apple cart... break the stereotypes. You’re the ones who’ll make 

the difference.200

The attention to non-stereotypical portrayals of difference points to the queer notion of 

an anti-essentialised rhetoric around matters of identity. Cohen calls for queer political 

struggle beyond a ‘process of seemingly reductive othering,’ where the radical potential 

of non-heteronormative identities lies in bringing together all those deemed marginal 

in a coalition of difference ‘at the intersection of oppression and resistance.’201 A more 

nuanced approach to matters of sexuality, which moved toward this ideal, appeared 

towards the end of the last decade.

Tinderbox continued to have one eye on sexual politics in various productions. 

In The Duke of Hope by Grimes and McKee (2008) there is a cringe-worthy scene when 

DRUNK suggests a four year old boy is gay after he cries on the bouncy castle, because 

‘anybody I have ever known like that as a kid turned out to be gay.’202 DRUNK’s out- 

of-date attitude is clearly the object of criticism here. A later production This Other City 

by Daragh Carville had a tiny but very telling moment when a sixteen year old daughter 

confronts a father about his extramarital affair:

ORLA: So who is it? Who is she? Someone at work or? I mean, I’m 

assuming it’s a she. It isn’t a guy is it? Only, that would be cooler.

Least then I could say, my dad’s gone gay. Kudos for that, like.203

700 Marie Jones and Maurice Bessman, The Liverpool Boat, unpublished performance script, p. 76.
^oi Cohen, Cathy J., ‘Punks, Bulldaggers, and Welfare Queens: The Radical Potential of Queer 
Politics?’, GLQ, 3 (1997), 437- 65 (p. 448).

~ Conor Grimes and Alan McKee, The Duke of Hope (Belfast: Tinderbox Theatre Company, 2008), 
p. 54.
203 Daragh Carville, This Other City (Belfast: Tinderbox Theatre Company, 2010), p. 31.
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This acceptance of the younger post-conflict generation seemed genuine in 

performance. It was marked however, in both instances, by the middle class background 

of the family portrayed (and perhaps the audience watching). Then their 2009 

production, Damian Gorman’s verbatim inspired script for Sleep, Eat, Party, tackled 

issues of prejudice and homophobic bullying head on in the moving portrayal of the 

young transgendered character of Jo. In Rathmore Productions’ Rock Doves by Marie 

Jones (2010), the trans-identified ex-soldier Lillian is a more problematic embodiment 

of the desegregated cross-dressed position, in that she betrays a persecuted friend (more 

on these two plays in Chapter Three). There was a brief flicker of the emigration 

impetus again in the Lyric Theatre’s 2009 production of Owen McCafferty’s Absence 

of Women, which featured an older deeply closeted Ulster gay man looking back on his 

life from London and the fateful attempted kiss of a childhood best friend that resulted 

in his exile.

The play which most clearly marked the disillusion with the conflict 

transformation rhetoric was Tinderbox’s production of Colin Bell’s God’s Country 

(2010). Produced as part of the True North204 trilogy for the Belfast festival, Nawaz 

remarks that the production revealed ‘something endemically ugly behind the glare of 

false optimism.’205 The play centres around a strictly religious, fictional female unionist 

politician, Patricia, preparing to address the homophobic murder of a young gay man 

in her constituency. Despite empathetic pleas from her advisors, Patricia blames the 

young gay man for his own demise.

004 The other two plays were The Clean Room by John McCann, and Everything Between Us by David 
Ireland.
'JO'S www.culturnorthernireland.org/reviews/peforminit-arts/true-north accessed November 12th 2010.
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PATRICIA: Since when were we dictated to by the PC brigade?

He made his perverted demands and paid the price for it.206

Her son Jamie returns from England with his boyfriend to compound her difficult 

position, and she encourages him to seek therapy for his psychological illness.

PATRICIA: If this is a cry for help then I’ll get you what you need. 

Therapists on the mainland have had success 

JAMIE: Are you all working on commission?

Did Iris pass on the number? Beat

Now there’s expensive shoes that need filling. Unless you’re doing a 

line with a 19 year old too, oh no you’ve a homo son.207

When the producer and artistic director of Tinderbox visited the Victims Unit208 at 

Stormont they were told that the DUP ‘could not attend the play because it was about a 

hate crime and it was their policy that homophobic crime was not a hate crime,’209 

reinforcing their homophobic stance in government, despite equality legislation, 

peculiar to this region of the UK. In her review Clarke highlighted the ‘generic religious 

platitudes and homophobic slurs, exposing the bigotry inherent in the structures and 

politics of Northern Ireland,’ as Bell ‘confronts the reality of life for the region’s gay

206 Colin Bell, God's Country, unpublished performance script, p. 5.
^07 Colin Bell, God’s Country, unpublished performance script, p. 54-55, directly referring to the Iris 
Robinson scandal mentioned in a previous footnote.
')AO

“ The Victims Unit was non-departmental public body set up in 2008 as part of the Office of the First 
and Deputy First Minister at the devolved NI Assembly which dealt with policy on victims, survivors 
and the legacy of the Troubles.

Michael Duke in interview with the author on 20lh February 2012, Appendix IVa, p. cxix.
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population.’210 Bell faced accusations that this was a direct attack on Iris Robinson,211 

but he insisted he wanted to examine any possible transformation of the DUP since 

‘Irisgate,’ but as Nawaz pointed out ‘if you scratch even a little below the surface all 

the tar, bile and vitriol will pour forth as freely as before.’212 Against this background 

of entrenched homophobic political discourse in the post-conflict public sphere, a queer 

counterpublic intervention seemed even more necessary.

Outbursting All Over: Belfast blooms its own brand of queerness.

In November 2007 and thanks mainly to the efforts of Ruth McCarthy and a small band 

of queer artists the OUTBURST Queer Arts festival was launched in Belfast, the first 

queer multi-arts festival on the island of Ireland. Although the main acts that year were 

imported rather than home-grown, the provision of a queer cultural space was 

energising. Its success inspired me to apply for an arts council grant the following year 

and TheatreofplucK became the first publicly funded queer theatre company in Ireland, 

and the main theatre event in the 2008 festival. I will contextualise the company’s brief 

history here before we worked on Divided, Radical And Gorgeous as part of this study. 

The almost sacrilegious idea that the most venerated event in Irish republican history, 

the Easter Rising, was ‘queer work’ was explored in our 2008 adaptation of We Always 

Treat Women Too Well based on Raymond Queneau’s novella. As part of my 

production research I referenced Thomas Coffey’s 1969 docu-novel Agony at Easter, 

in which there is an interesting interlocution between two constables.

210 

211 

212

www.irishtheatremagazine.ie/Reviews/Current/True-North accessed November 12th 2010.
Ibid.
www.culturnorthernireland.org/reviews/peforming-arts/true-north accessed November 12th 2010.
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The first policeman said, “The Sinn Feiners have collared the Post 

Office.” The second policeman, glancing at the armed men around 

Pearse and Connolly, said, “Bejabers, that’s queer work,” and sauntered 

on his way.2n

The words ‘Bejabers, there’s queer work tonight!’ echoed in the audiences’ ears as they 

sat down after the promenade prologue across Queen’s University. The doorman of the 

theatre having shouted these words was unceremoniously shot in the head and the play 

began. This theatrical adaptation of Queneau’s sexually scandalous 1947 novella 

contained a tender love scene between two gay IRA men and formed part of the theme 

of ‘looking back at where we “came out” from’ of that year’s festival. This intersection 

of political, sexual and social identities in conflict partly provided the initial impetus 

for this thesis. In 2009 TheatreofplucK worked with director Alyson Campbell and 

Australian playwright Lachlan Philpott to stage a version of his play Bison. Here was 

not just one but four Ulster gay men onstage.214 In my arts council application that year 

I proposed that, moving beyond issues of civil rights and equality, we should hold the 

theatrical mirror up to ourselves as a community. The show concentrated on the herd

like amnesia of HIV in the younger gay generation and was a sell out both at the 

OUTBURST festival and also in the Ovalhouse Theatre in London the following 

summer. The director Alyson Campbell outlines its importance positing that:

If the aesthetic merits of a queer dramaturgy can be seen here, the 

political need is, frankly, more acute. [Iris] Robinson’s [...] outburst was 

a symptom of a documented rise in homophobia in Northern Ireland in

14 Thomas Coffey. Agony At Easter, (London: Harrap & Co, 1970), p 26.
214 Though the play was originally meant for four Australian men, we adapted it to the Ulster dialect.
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parallel with the decrease in sectarian violence [...] In this heightened 

context, then, a queer theatre addressing the invisibility of a 

marginalised community in anti-normative ways can be seen as a vital 

intervention into the cultural and social sphere.

The socio-political need for queer culture to engage in counterpublic cultural discourse 

has been followed clearly by both OUTBURST and TheatreofplucK. They have moved 

beyond identity politics, beyond the single gay protagonist presented as a cypher of 

desegregation in the plays examined above, to encompass a coalition of artistic 

resistance strategies. The need for these aesthetic interventions is as acute now as it 

ever was, given the continuing homophobic rhetoric of some politicians, but progress 

can be traced through the decreased scope of mediatised disallowance and surveillance, 

facilitated by equality legislation both in the province as part of the peace process and 

in mainland UK. The rise in homophobic crime Campbell mentioned21^ prompted a 

panel discussion on cultural interventions in combating homophobia and transphobia 

in Northern Ireland in May 2014. One audience member at the event provided a fitting 

treatise to end this Chapter:

I was involved in the mid-late 1970’s here in Belfast and I remember 

Gay Liberation Front, Stonewall, the awakening of gay politics in 

Northern Ireland and Gay Sweatshop and Brixton fairies, and it seems 

to me that TheatreofplucK are carrying on that tradition and that is 

really, really, vital, because it does all the things that you were saying.

^ 1 5 See Marian Duggan’s Queering Conflict: Examining Lesbian and Gay Experiences of Homophobia 
and Northern Ireland (Farnham: Ashgat Press, 2012).
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It helps people reflect truly and question themselves and their values and 

it’s really refreshing and encouraging to see that that continues because 

I remember their power in the 1970s not just in the gay community but 

in the general community.216

The panel was co-initiated by OUTBURST and included individuals from the Rainbow 

Project, Trans Equality Network Ireland, Ulster University, and Queen’s University as 

well as Jeffrey Dudgeon (activist and future Belfast City councillor), forming the kind 

of coalition of difference espoused by Cohen above. The audience and panellists were 

situated at the site of oppression and resistance from which genuine societal change can 

be imagined and rehearsed. I will return to the importance of these continued queer 

cultural interventions in Chapter Six.

216 Appendix IVc, p. clviii.



Chapter Three: The Performance of Gender 

Disidentification in Northern Ireland.

In May 2010 a theatre company called ‘Blast Proof Sunglasses’217 staged a production 

of John Cameron’s transsexual musical Hedwig and the Angry Inch2'8 as part of the 

Cathedral Quarter Arts Festival. The packed audience in Belfast’s Waterfront Hall 

cheered as the lead character quipped:

HEDWIG I am the embodiment of a wall between one community 

and another - between man and woman - you wanna try to tear me 

down?

and

HEDWIG. I was born on the other side of a town ripped in two.219

In a divided city with a still largely segregated population these words had a particular 

resonance. The thunderous cheers and bays of the spectators that night were, I believe, 

particularly interesting when it comes to a study of gender disidentification in 

performance in conflict and post-conflict Northern Ireland. I use the term

~17 ‘Blast Proof Sunglasses’ was formed in 2010 by Petesy Burns to present Hedwig at the CQAF in 
2011, first at Buffs Club on Writers Square (Ancient Order of Antediluvian Buffaloes Social drinking 
club) then Waterfront Hall, then Newcastle Arts Festival, then the Black Box. They became a band and 
they still play. Burns outlines the impetus for the group’s formation - ‘One thing that made me want to 
do it in the first was a reaction to Iris Robinson's comments. It was a huge motivation -1 wanted to 
react - but react as an artist - react creatively. To open attitudes and as a reaction against bigotry - I 
have a niece and nephew who are both gay and their faces came into my head when I heard Iris speak 
and calling them an abomination.’ Appendix IVa, p. cxxviii.
T I 8 Hedwig and the Angry Inch is a rock musical written by John Cameron Mitchell about a young gay 
man’s journey from Berlin to the USA first performed in New York in 1998. Hedwig, the central 
protagonist undergoes a botched sex change operation, which leaves him with a penile inch, to marry 
an American soldier and escape Soviet East Germany.
i j 9

John Cameron Mitchell, Hedwig and the Angry Inch (Woodstock: The Overlook Press, 2000), p.
14.
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disidentification here to mean an active position of rejecting hegemonic social and 

sexual identities through the performance of alternative identity positions. Gender 

disidentification in performance explores the transgressive powers of playing with 

transsexual and transvestite appearances of identity. In Northern Ireland, such cross- 

gendered explorations take place not only within the queer community, but also in the 

wider sphere of public entertainment. This chapter will examine some particularly 

successful examples of these types of performance in Ulster, from the comic 

stereotypes of James Young, through cabaret drag in the gay clubs and Ulster’s most 

famous pantomime dame, May McFettridge. I will look at how these trans performance 

practices can reassess identity politics in the province, and indeed challenge 

ethnosectarian categories. If queerness resists and twists concrete meanings, in its 

capacity to slip between the social and the sexual, can its impetus for the destabilisation 

of all identities, not only gender identities, help in understanding the conflict 

transformation process at play in contemporary Northern Irish society? Against a 

background of other problems, such as economic recession, to what extent can the day- 

to-day realities of life in this post-conflict society be influenced by these queer 

strategies?

In an exploration of these questions it is constructive to refer to Munoz’s 

writings, which work at the site of intersection between queer and ethnic identities. He 

deals primarily with the performance practices of queers of colour in the United States. 

In a consideration of the ethnosectarian conflict background to queer studies in 

Northern Ireland (although the binary here is loyalist/republican), his work is an 

illuminating place to start and indeed many of his theories can be usefully mapped on 

to a Northern Irish paradigm.
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Disidentification is about recycling and rethinking encoded meaning. 

The process of disidentification scrambles and reconstructs the 

encoded message of a cultural text in a fashion that both exposes the 

encoded message’s universalising and exclusionary machinations and 

recircuits its workings to account for, include, and empower minority 

identities and identifications. 220

A reconsideration of the encoded meanings in the performance of identity on both sides 

of the two-community rhetoric in the Northern Ireland is surely a worthy, if at times 

idealistic, enterprise. Each side of this perceived ethnosectarian N1 binary can in 

different circumstances behave as a minority: the republican/Catholic ethnosectarian 

grouping is socially/politically smaller in the six counties of Northern Ireland and the 

loyalist/Protestant identification is smaller on the island of Ireland as a whole. Against 

this background the scrambling of meaning in identification can be uniquely read across 

queer sexuality contrasted with heteronormative hegemony in both republican/Catholic 

identity, and loyalist/Protestant identity. Marginal sexuality’s queer positioning 

represents a challenge to such heteronormative and hegemonic political ideologies. The 

performance of a queer identity during the Troubles and since the Belfast Agreement is 

a unique enterprise that disrupts the ethnosectarian discourse, often from within, and 

provides a desegregated, and, I believe, desegregating vehicle of dissent amidst these 

minority/majority relationships.

As touchstones of the queer community, and as their most visible identities in 

performance, drag queens in Northern Ireland are hyperbolically charged in their

99Q ✓Jose Esteban Munoz, Disidentifications: Queers of Colour and the Performance of Politics 
(London and Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1999), p. 31.
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capacity of cultural intervention. They are also, historically, some of the most 

successful individual artists in the Ulster entertainment industry. Until his death in 1974 

James Young, “Our Jimmy,” was arguably the most successful comedian in Northern 

Ireland, whose popular characters were mostly cross-gendered creations. :;M His 

contemporary successor John Linehan has performed as May McFettridge on stage in 

the largest theatre in the north of Ireland, the Grand Opera House, for the last twenty 

one years. His sell-out pantomimes and comedic plays are financially the most 

successful shows in the province, and he is unusual among pantomime dames in that 

he is exclusively known to the public under his stage name rather than his performer’s 

name.2’2 Perhaps the success of gender disidentification in performance in Ulster points 

towards a fissure in the public relationship with traditional identity constructs and the 

role these constructs play in the day-to-day lives of this dysfunctional society. Their 

audiences are unhappy with ethnosectarian identities that have been played out against 

a background of thirty years of conflict. Indeed a pointing out of the ridiculousness of 

the Troubles in the wider world outside the theatre/cabaret venue is the very purpose of 

these comic intersexed explorations and provides their destabilising affect. Their social 

agency often relies on this cross-gendered platform: there is the notion that a man can 

say things in a skirt that could not be said otherwise.222 In the socially more obfuscated 

sphere of the gay cabaret circuit in Belfast, the drag queens too are the most popular 

performers and shamelessly exploit their ability to disrupt the ethnosectarian discourse 

through their socio-politically charged banter. Returning to Munoz:

221 James Young was born in Ballymoney 23rd June 1918 and died in Belfast 5th July 1974. He 
performed on stage and radio, and later on a television programme, as well as selling over a quarter of 
a million records. He is most closely associated with the Group theatre in Belfast where his show 
gained a listing in the Guinness Book of Records as the longest running in the world.

More on the genesis of May McFetridge later in this Chapter.
See interviews with John Linehan, Gerry Walls and Chris Rowan in Appendix IVa.
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The importance of such public and semipublic enactments of the 

hybrid self cannot be undervalued in relation to the formation of 

counterpublics that contest the hegemonic supremacy of the 

majoritarian public sphere. Spectacles such as those [...] offer the 

minoritarian subject a space to situate itself in history and thus seize 

social agency.224

1 would suggest that in Northern Ireland these performances are so successful in both 

the public and semipublic spheres because their audiences seize upon their social 

agency as an antidote, however temporary, to the difficulties of life in the dysfunctional 

society outside the theatre/club. I will contrast the popular comic performances of 

Linehan and Young with the counterpublic impetus of the drag clubs later in this 

chapter.

In her examination of the performative qualities of ethnosectarian identities in 

the NI public sphere Reinelt posits ‘that many aspects of what we have considered 

extra-theatrical experience can be grasped in terms of, understood by reference to, made 

intelligible through performance paradigms.’22'1 The pathological obsession with the 

performance of identity related to place, embodied in the extensive calendar of heavily 

costumed public parades in Northern Ireland is the most obvious cultural practice that 

can be understood in this way. But the minutia of embodiment from the contingency of 

bodies in republican funerals, to the painted bodies in the scenography of murals, to the 

wearing of football jerseys are all variously scrutinised by the public discourse in the

4 Munoz, Disidentifications, p. I.
“ ~ Janelle Reinelt, 'Witnessing Change: Public Life and Performance in These Times,' Irish Theatre 
International, 1 (April 2008), 5-21 (p. 5).
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province (and provide material for the practice research DRAG). This obsession with 

the embodiment of identity in Ulster has been examined by social theorists, such as 

Vincent Quinn who goes so far as to explain that:

Northern Ireland offers a stark example of what can happen when a 

politics of identity becomes overly emphatic - when faced by hard-line 

sectarianism, with its discourses of exclusion and ethnic purity, a 

selfhood based on fluidity and inclusivity seems highly attractive.2:6

It is useful here to consider the emphatically constrictive roles placed on identities in 

Northern Irish society during the conflict years. Identities that performed outside the 

two dominant cultural constructs were looked upon as treacherous and 

untrustworthy.227 The monolithic construct of a single subjectivity that dominated 

members of each side of the community was itself a primary part of the problematic 

structure of dysfunctionalism. A segregation was imposed in virtually all parts of the 

education system; even teachers were trained in separate Protestant based/Catholic 

based institutions. This led to entrenched positions in nearly all strata of society and a 

polarised political climate, where an inability to engage with the other side frustrated 

civic progress and conflict transformation. It is remarkable that Judith Butler in her 

treatise on undoing gender constructs in society could easily have been talking about 

these entrenched political positions when she proposed that:

226 Vincent Quinn, 'On the borders of allegiance: identity politics in Ulster', in. De-centering 
Sexualities: Politics and Representations beyond the Metropolis ed. by R. Phillips, D. Watt and D 
Shuttleton (London: Routledge, 2000), pp. 258-77 (p 260).
Ill See for instance the work Murtagh and Shirlow on segregation in Belfast mentioned earlier.
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The unitary subject is the one who knows already what it is, who enters 

the conversation the same way as it exits, who fails to put its own 

epistemological certainties at risk in the encounter with the other, and 

so it stays in place, guards its place, and becomes an emblem for 

property and territory, refusing self-transformation, ironically, in the 

name of the subject.22*

The construction and maintenance of the binary of political identities in Northern 

Ireland where each side performs as a unitary subject is a primary reason for societal 

dysfunction, although I acknowledge that there are more fragmented political positions 

within these two opposing positions.229 An exposition of the intersection between the 

political binaries and the sexual binaries at play is perhaps a critical reason that explains 

the success of the parodic cross-dressed performances explored in this chapter. The 

very nature of gender disidentification here is the instrument of a cathartic release from 

the socio-political binary constriction perhaps, in a way that a ‘straight’ performance is 

unable to deliver. These gender disidentified performances explored below explode 

epistemological certainties around all identity constructs.

Sue-Ellen Case points to a semiological way that we might think about these 

cross-identified stagings,

These are not split subjects, suffering the torments of dominant 

ideology. They are coupled ones that do not impale themselves on the 

poles of sexual difference or metaphysical values, but constantly

798 Judith Butler, Undoing Gender (New York: Routledge, 2004), p. 228, (Butler’s emphasis).
99Q■“ See Chapter One.
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seduce the sign system, through flirtation and inconstancy into the light 

fondle of artifice23"

The subversive seduction of the dominant ideologies is their primary machination and 

success (although in Northern Ireland dominant sectarian ideologies are mixed with 

other ideologies of class, race and sexuality); they constantly muddle their intersexed 

position with a knowing nod to their metaphorical strapping up of their obfuscated 

masculinity. This neutralisation allows the performer to straddle a coupled position, 

neither the one thing or its opposite, allowing them a freedom denied both in polarised 

sexuality and, as an appurtenance, polarised political positions. To further explore 

Case’s ‘light fondle of artifice,’ which flirts with cultural semiotics at play in society, I 

would like to use the case study of the three most prominent drag performers on the gay 

circuit in Belfast. The potentials of disorientating affect that these transgender 

performers have harnessed in their subversive cabaret over the last decade is a revealing 

example of this semiological dance.

Cross-dressing cabaret games in the gay clubs

Three young men have built a fearsome reputation around their classic drag and 

socio-politically charged banter every Sunday night in a variety of gay venues in the 

city. The three are Gordon Crawford who plays Trudy Scrumptious (quirky, working 

class protestant from Rathcoole), Gerry Walls whose alter ego is Tina Leggs Tantrum 

(feisty, working class catholic from the Falls), and Marcus Hunter-Neill performing as 

Lady Portia Di’Monte (Co. Down middle class ‘princess’). Each of their drag personas

•730
Sue-Ellen Case, Feminist and Queer Performance: Critical Strategies (Basingstoke: Palgrave 

MacMillan. 2009), p. 32.
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reflects and amplifies their own ethnosectarian background. Their autobiographical 

elements are hyperbolically transformed through the process of gender disidentification 

to parody the heteronormative ‘straight’ identities at play in the Northern Irish public 

sphere. These various deconstructive identities defiantly parody and fracture the post

conflict ethnosectarian discourse through interrogating the dominant NI hegemony. 

The reflection of the two community sectarian binary of Protestant/loyalism and 

Catholic/republicanism conflated with an Ulster ruling class construct in the 

performative personalities of these three drag artists is crucial to their destabilising 

capacity.

The humour of their cross-dressing game-shows each Sunday evening is at first 

glance a frothy, elaborate cabaret, but as Munoz proposes in his examination of queer 

comedic Latino performers in the United States:

Although they participate in the genre of comedy and satire, these 

performances do not lose sight of the fact that humour is a valuable 

pedagogical and political project. Comedy does not exist 

independently of rage. It is my contention that rage is sustained and is 

pitched as a call to activism, a bid to take space in the social that has 

been colonized by the logics of [...] heteronormativity.231

In further examining the nature of this comic badinage, Gerry Walls alliteratively 

describes his drag character Tina Leggs Tantrum as a fun-loving-fearless-female-from- 

the-Falls: ‘She, Tina, gets away with pushing the sectarian play of Protestant/Catholic 

banter because the dress makes her harmless; I feel sometimes I perform on a knife

231 Munoz, Disidentifications, p. xi-xii.



edge of acceptability so sharp I could cut myself.’ S/he goes on talking about the 

process of dragging up. ‘I can feel the hate rising with the gusset of the tights [...] there 

is a release mechanism of stuff that can be said onstage that I could not say as Gerry.’232 

Like Lily Savage in the 1990s Tina ‘is a comic heroine for many gay men. A gutsy, 

gritty and witty woman who is neither grotesque nor glamorous. Whilst satirising the 

brutal world from which gay men often have to flee, her experiences and entanglements 

resonate with our own.’233

However, if Tina alone was on stage each Sunday then the ethnosectarian 

discourse would become partial and partisan; indeed from the early days of the show 

Gerry knew that all sides of the community had to be represented performatively. The 

initial impetus for the Sunday Night Drag Show came when Tina Leggs Tantrum won 

the 2001 Alternative Miss Ireland234 pageant at the Olympia theatre in Dublin; the first 

and to date only winner from the North. This validation by his peers and the wider queer 

and ‘pro-queer’ hetero public gave Gerry the confidence to make Tina his full time 

occupation. He had already met Gordon and Marcus through the alternative performing 

arts community at the University of Ulster and Belfast Institute of Further Education, 

and in 2001 they decided to put together a Sunday evening show called ‘Gay Your 

Cards Right’ in the Parliament Bar; then one of the most popular gay venues in Belfast. 

Over the few years of their tenure the audience went from seven customers on the first 

night to over four hundred on their last night there in 2004. Unfortunately they did not 

feel they had the support of that bar’s management, who used to take the prize money 

for the contestants out of the drag artists’ wages. When they were offered a change of

232 Gerry Walls, in interview with the author on 5th February 2010, Appendix IVa, p. cvi.
Roger Baker, Drag: A History of Female Impersonation in the Performing Arts (New York: New 

York University Press, 1994), p. 253.
234 The Alternative Miss Ireland (AMI) was an annual gay event which took place in Dublin on the 
Sunday closest to St.Patrick’s Day in 1987 and from 1996 to 2012.
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venue to the new Union Street bar, which is part of the Kremlin complex (one of the 

biggest purpose built Gay venue complexes in Europe consisting of two clubs, a large 

bar/restaurant, four dance floors and a 'health' club) they jumped at the chance. The 

show went from strength-to-strength and in 2009 the 'girls’ were given a purpose-built 

stage in the shape of a shell (inspired by Botticelli’s The Birth of Venus) and new 

cabaret-style tiered banquette seating. The confidence of the new venue’s management 

in the Sunday Bingo Show, as it was then called, reflected an expanded audience 

demographic, now gay and straight, who packed the venue each Sunday evening. 

Hunter-Neil/Portia in interview comments: 'People want to have the ridiculousness of 

the outside world pointed out to them’ going on 'I want there to be a ripple effect out 

into the straight community.’23s The counterpublic intervention of the show here then 

begins to enter public discourse.

The third of the triumvirate Trudy Scrumptious quotes Christopher Isherwood: 

'You’re expressing what’s basically serious to you in terms of fun and artifice and 

elegance.’236 The serious sectarian issues of the day are not shirked away from but are 

engaged with an aesthetic and sexual antagonism, which punctures their importance. 

Not only do they tickle the ethnosectarian ‘funny bone’ in their audience they also know 

how to push each other’s buttons. The outrageous jokes at each other’s expense may go 

too far, but Trudy/Gordon is emphatic that what went on in the dressing room before 

was much worse; however this only served to bring them closer. Judith Butler 

elucidates:

Drag performers, for instance tend to live in communities, and there

are strong ritual bonds [...] Which make us aware of the resignification

35 Marcus Hunter-Neil, in interview with the author on 5th February 2010. 
236 Gordon Crawford, in interview with the author on 11th December 2009.
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of social bonds that gender minorities within communities [...] can and 

do forge.237

Their minoritarian ‘world-making’ enterprise reflected the community bonds forged in 

the gay members of their audience. Trudy goes on to expand on the improvisational 

and personal quality of these drag family stories transferred to stage.

We as a troupe reflect the social demographic of our audience and our 

story lines and plot twists merge between the auto and the unrelated 

biography and between us and our audience. When the Iris Robinson 

comments were first aired in 2008 my initial response was to drag up 

as a politician and perform to Alanis Morrisette’s ‘Fuck You,’ which 

brought the house down.23H

The Robinson saga has been a rich stream of satire and parody ever since for the show. 

Given the audiences’ reaction, the disidentifying agency and the galvanising force of 

these sub-cultural queer happenings should not be underestimated. In his analysis of 

drag performances in Dublin, Walsh explains that:

Drag became the mechanism through which an extensive 

concatenation of transgressive practices and ideas could be re-signified 

and mobilized [turning] the celebration of a range of appearances,

37 Butler, Undoing GeHr/er (Abingdon, Routledge, 2004), p. 216.
9^8 hGordon Crawford, in interview with the author on 1 ltn December 2009.
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characteristics, behaviours, and modes of cor.act, normally understood 

as oppositional or unthinkable, into an art forn.239

They have surely harnessed these transgressive practies through their artful 

performance and did help mobilise the Northern Irish quer (and pro-queer hetero) 

community to turn out in enormous numbers to protest .gainst the Robinsons in 

consecutive gay pride marches in 2008/09. But what is peciliar to drag performances 

in Northern Ireland as compared to their Dublin counterparts’ We then have to think of 

the specificities of this place and its dysfunctional societal sructures both conflict and 

post-conflict, which still pervade all aspects of the public semi-public and private 

spheres. In Chapter One I proposed queer as a positive desgregating identity, which 

performed itself as a cross-community enterprise, the everyiay performance of which 

disrupted the two-community model of Northern Irish idenity but yet remained, to a 

large extent, embedded inside the binarised communities As a subordinate group 

identity it subverted from within. As previously stated, this lueer community not only 

existed among the wider ethnosectarian groupings but also developed a desegregated 

queer space in the once abandoned and now booming acas around the Cathedral 

Quarter in the centre of Belfast; the queer space giving sucour and relief as it were 

from the marginalised day-to-day existence in less acceptinj suburban geographies.

Trudy/Gordon talks about trans performers’ visibiliy in this urban geography 

as the ltouchstone[s] of the queer community - defender (a la Stonewall) whose 

obvious identifiable quality also mean they can be attacked frst.’240 The drag artists are 

at the front line of a marginal societal enterprise of forging iqueer community, both in

' Fintan Walsh, ‘Touching, Feeling, Cross-dressing.’ in Deviant Acts.Essays on Queer Performance 
ed. by David Cregan (Dublin: Carysfort Press, 2009). pp. 55-71 (p. 59.
240 Gordon Crawford, in interview with the author on 11th December 209.
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terms of a physical space and a social locus. Their agency works at the site of paradox 

between the liveable and unliveable identity constrictions in 

heteronormative/segregated society. The marginal queer identity’s very survival 

depends on escaping the heteronormative constraints by which recognition of identity 

is confirmed. In further examining drag in this context, Butler points out its disruptive 

nature:

The point about drag is not simply to produce a pleasurable and 

subversive spectacle but to allegorize the spectacular and consequential 

ways in which reality is both reproduced and contested.241

Butler’s theories of gender construction, reflected in a paradoxical relationship to an 

experience of reality, are especially apt in an examination of Northern Ireland in that 

the vast majority of the population abhorred the day-to-day reality in which they existed 

during the conflict. Most had an awareness of the constructed identity constrictions 

placed upon them, but the conflict itself resisted transformation outside these binaries. 

The political power and unstablising affect of the drag performance harnessed against 

the ethnosectarian backdrop of Northern Ireland is doubly explosive. It affronts the 

essence of the performance of masculinity in a dysfunctional society where the 

machismo of paramilitary organisations still dominates. It also questions the 

construction of both segregated monolithic sectarian identities by its doubly identified 

semiotic function where sex and politics are often intertwined.

In 2006 a fourth drag artist Bunny joined the Sunday night cabaret troupe. Chris 

Rowan bases his persona not on his ethnosectarian background but on a 1940s 

American burlesque star. Tightly corseted and impeccably made up he is a startling

41 Butler. Undoing Gender, p 218.
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vision, especially when compared to his real life appearance as a mohican topped, 

rugby-build, ‘cub’ of a gay man. Much younger than all the rest, and educated in 

military school, his identity is perhaps the most recognisably post-conflict drag identity 

in that it seeks to gloss over the troubles of the past and reflects a younger audience 

demographic; one too young even to remember the Good Friday Agreement. He does 

make an interesting point in relation to the performative quality of all gender identities: 

‘Drag taught me more about my masculinity (that it is) not something that you learn in 

a military school that can be turned on and off with some magic button as I did in 

Campbell College when I was ‘acting’ a straight part.’242 In turning away from an 

unthinkable performance as a straight man in such a strict macho micro-society Chris 

was rebelling against a body image construct that he found untrue for himself. Butler 

usefully explains this identity revolt: ‘If my options are loathsome, if I have no desire 

to be recognised within a certain set of norms, then it follows that my sense of survival 

depends on escaping the clutch of those norms.’243 Chris felt that the performative 

aspect of ‘playing straight’ was too loathsome and ‘the only people that are displaying 

true originality are the drag queens and trannies. They are shining their own crazy 

light’244 on our constructed gender behaviour.

This younger post-conflict portion of the queer audience, though somewhat 

more removed from the atavistic sectarian structures of the previous generations, have 

an equally problematic twenty-first century set of problems to contest. Homophobic 

attacks are on the rise and the continuing use of vitriolic language around issues of 

sexuality by politicians in Northern Ireland, though unhinged by the Robinson scandal, 

still remains. The focus on an ethnosectarian ‘other’ as a figure of hate has been, in

242 Chris Rowan, in interview with the author on 2nd Feb 2010.
243 Butler, Undoing Gender, p 3.
244 Chris Rowan, in interview with the author on 2nd Feb 2010.
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some corners, retargeted with increasing vigour on any remaining figures of otherness 

in NI, including forms of non-normative sexuality.245 Two recent plays containing 

transgendered characters are apposite to mention at this juncture, as they appeared at 

the height of the Sunday Bingo Show’s success. Firstly the queer, transgender sexuality 

of some young people was tackled by Tinderbox Theatre Company in Eat, Sleep, Party 

(2009), scripted by Damien Gorman. This powerful verbatim production was based on 

in-depth interviews conducted with young people across Northern Ireland and set out 

to address their concerns against a background of rising suicides amongst that 

generation. The character of the troubled young man Jo suffers from agoraphobia as a 

direct result of his sexuality.

JO: I’m also, like, transgendered. So the way my brain talks isn’t the 

way I talk out of my mouth. Like I alter the way I think and I talk so I 

can talk like a guy. There is the Jo in my head and then there’s the Joe 

that comes out of my mouth. I have to edit everything I say during the 

day. It’s very tiring.

That’s why I love, like ... that’s why I love online games, because, 

like, for me, like, because of the way I feel inside I can play a 

character. I can play the character. I can be a girl for a day. That’s the 

best thing, like. I can be the person and there’s no excuse because I’m 

just playing the character and nobody questions it.246

245 See Marian Duggan’s Queering Conflict mentioned earlier.
246 Damian Gorman, unpublished script of Eat, Sleep, Party provided to the author by Tinderbox 
Theatre Company.
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A recognition here of a mutability of identity as a personal release mechanism points 

again to the problematic engagement with daily realities in a heterologic society for 

those with non-heteronormative subjectivities. This societal detachment within the 

younger queer generation highlights a failure of wider engagement with available 

identifications in post-conflict NI society. Munoz is again useful here positing that 

‘these identities-in-difference emerge from a failed interpellation within the dominant 

public sphere.’247 In the abandoned apartment setting of Marie Jones play Rock Doves 

(2010),248 the various characters have failed to integrate with the public sphere. A 

philosophical tramp, an alcoholic, and a wayward youth in trouble with the local 

paramilitaries, are joined by Lillian, a trans-cabaret performer. Bella, the alcoholic, 

elucidates their disidentified position in society:

BELLA: Compared to what’s going on out there we’re normal.

And further about Lillian:

BELLA: He’s not queer. He’s found a way to be himself in the middle 

of all this madness.249

Maguire proposes that Lillian’s ‘trials and tribulations function with varying degrees of 

success as commentaries on the dysfunctional political stasis that had come to dominate 

Northern Ireland.’250 Unfortunately Lillian betrays the central character of the young 

man on the run, resulting in his death in what seems a facile plot resolution technique, 

which undid the earlier forward thinking sexual politics. Jones said that Lillian

247

248

249

250

Munoz, Disidentifications, p. 7.
Rathmore Productions, April 2010 at the Belfast Waterfront Hall Theatre Studio.
Marie Jones, Rock Doves, unpublished performance script, p. 31.
Tom Maguire and Eugene McNulty, The Theatre Of Marie Jones (Dublin: Carysfort Press, 2015),

p. 10.
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was desperate, and besides they had promised her that they wouldn’t 

harm the boy [she] is the link with the outside world, but she is only just 

tolerated by it, tolerated through her humorous stage persona. It is 

because of her link with the paramilitaries in the outside world that it 

has to be her that gives away the boy’s whereabouts.’251

This narrative device in an otherwise queer play would align this character with 

Young’s cross-dressed stereotypes in that it’s abject positioning reinforces societal 

problematics rather than dismantling them.

The visibility of the transgendered performances discussed here, apart from 

Lillian, as touchstones of the queer community in Belfast can only galvanise this 

younger queer generation. The three drag cabaret artistes have all expanded their 

performative careers beyond the Sunday Night Gay show and pushed the boundaries of 

playing their trans-gendered characters. Crawford/Trudy has taken on the part of Dido 

in a reading of Frank McGuinness’s Carthaginians at Queen’s University in 2009; 

Walls/Tina has appeared in a reality TV documentary on the ‘work’ of drag on BBC 

NI and regularly DJs at straight clubs; but perhaps most interesting of all is Flunter- 

Neil/Portia’s foray into the heteronormative cultural sphere. S/he now presents a 

weekly radio show on Feile FM (a west Belfast based radio station with a 

republican/Catholic audience demographic) specialising in musical theatre and it is the 

most popular weekly show on that station. S/he quips that they are fulfilling their 

minority ‘Protestant quota’ to enhance the funding stream from the devolved Northern 

Ireland government bodies. S/he also presents a live weekly night show in a working

man’s club called Trinity Lodge in Ballymurphy: a frontline republican/Catholic

251 Marie Jones in interview with the author on 1 l’h February 2012, Appendix IVa, p. cxviii.
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community during the conflict years. She draws attention to how close her eyes are 

together rather than her transgender appearance, which elicits a hilarious and 

affectionate response that a non-drag Protestant personality would find difficult to 

achieve. This joke works perhaps because of the ethnosectarian compulsion around 

embodied identity in place in Northern Ireland mentioned above.

Dido as McGuinness’s truly queer character

The unsettling agency of gender disidentification was harnessed at the height of the 

conflict by Frank McGuinness in Carthaginians (1988). In it the gay character Dido’s 

transgender alter ego Fionnuala McGonigle writes a scathing playlet called The 

Burning Balaclava’ in which the absurdities of the Troubles are exposed; his female 

characters are played by men and vice versa. This queer sexual analysis fractures the 

identity constructs that have been played out in a war-torn society. It also disrupts any 

‘straight’ reading of the past and opens up the possibility of a queer reading of events, 

which allows the possibility of alternative models of Irish futurity. In a 2002 interview 

McGuinness alludes to the idea of playing with gender this way: ‘There is far more fun 

to be had in muddying rather than separating the issues of male and female, and if 

sexuality loses its capacity to change and confuse, I’ve lost interest in it.’2^2 Dido’s drag 

appearance halfway through Carthaginians must have been phenomenologically 

shocking to the 1988 audience; especially given that the subject matter of the play was 

ostensibly Bloody Sunday,253 and the critical response reflected this uneasiness at the 

time. The homosexual character Foley posits ‘alone has found the mechanisms for

Frank McGuinness, in interview with Imelda Foley, April 2002, in Imelda Foley, The Girls in the 
Big Picture: Gender in Contemporary Ulster Theatre (Belfast: Blackstaff Press, 2003), p. 106-107.
253 Bloody Sunday was an incident on 30,h January 1972 in the Bogside of Derry, Northern Ireland, in 
which twenty-six unarmed civil rights protestors and bystanders were shot by members of the British 
Army.



management and an independence and control of his own life, an ability that is lost to 

the others,’ and further that the ‘Masculine privileging of reason, order, unity and 

lucidity is upset in and by Carthaginians.'2514 McGuinness’s paroxysm of cross- 

gendered black comedy in his play-within-a-play, destabilises any fixed reading of the 

events in the metonymic graveyard and in Northern Irish society in general. Schnieder 

unravels the power of the shocking body in performance:

When we bust out of the given habits of vision, given modes of 

apprehension, we collapse a terror-marked host of symbolic signposts. 

We find ourselves straddling the divide between the symbolic order 

and the literal renderings that it disavows, disallows, blinds and 

secret(e)s.255

The semiotic dance of drag in ‘The Burning Balaclava,’ while hilarious to watch, is 

deadly serious. The heteronormative masculinities undermined (from both sides of the 

community) become signifiers in the hopeful process of finding different ways of living 

together. Dido provided a crucial inspirational impetus for my praxis and is examined 

in more detail in Chapter Four.

The desegregating possibilities of queer identity in Northern Ireland are 

magnified through these cross gender examinations in that they not only work across 

the male/female binary but their dissident agency also fractures the ethnosectarian 

discourse in a radically transformative manner. Indeed, by examining these transgender 

identities and their performative residues an attention to the performative quality of

2S4 Imelda Foley, The Girls in the Big Picture: Gender in Contemporary Ulster Theatre (Belfast: 
Blackstaff Press, 2003), p. 125.
•7^5

Rebecca Schneider, The Explicit Body in Performance (London: Routledge, 1997), p. 184.



Northern Irish masculinities and femininities must follow. Against the background of 

one of the most traumatic and defining events of the conflict, these possible 

representations are explored explicitly in the alternative community topography in 

McGuinness’s graveyard setting. The character of Dido is key as the transvestite 

ringleader of these gender explorations. A contemporary study of Dido is re-energised 

through the investigation of these drag performances in Northern Ireland where 

subversive identity norms are celebrated and both queer and heteronormative bodies 

are interrogated. I worked with Crawford/Trudy to develop these ideas further for my 

practice-as-research piece, which explores how these trans-artistes are ‘playfully 

inhabiting the camp space of irony and wit, free from biological determinism, elitist 

essentialism, and the heterosexist cleavage of sexual difference,’2'’<1 and in a Northern 

Irish context, free from ethnosectarian prescription.

It is important, however, not to wander too far from the strategic social project 

of these free identifications in performance. The indeterminism of gender 

disidentification is only a potent tool when it works to attack determinising restrictive 

forces, but a post-conflict reassessment of all identities must still be grounded in diurnal 

realities. Hirsch warns against a lack of strategic essentialism in contemporary queer 

identity debates, aligning the queer project with other forms of societal transformation.

While “queerness” cuts across class, status, and power, the interplay of 

scapegoating and rejection is performed in the same arena as the 

struggle against class oppression, racism and sexism more broadly.257

256 Sue-Ellen Case, Feminist and Queer Performance: Critical Strategies (Basingstoke: Palgrave 
MacMillan, 2009), p. 47.
':'7 Max H. Kirsch, Queer Theory and Social Change (London: Routledge, 2000), p. 36.



I would add sectarianism to this list in a Northern Irish context; perhaps in this particular 

frame of reference queerness is more clearly aligned with a post-conflict struggle 

against the sectarianism in the wider public sphere. In Northern Ireland queerness can 

function as an emancipatory tool against the sectarianism of the conflict. Indeed the 

social project of queerness here is unusual in that it is both spearheaded in homosexual 

counterpublics by drag queens, but is also absorbed into the mainstream by 

extraordinarily successful gender disidentified performers (see below). It is the 

temporary rejection of the segregated identity constructions in conflict, fractured by 

these performances, which explains their unusual cultural assimilation.

It is not that drag is subversive of gender norms, but that we live more 

or less implicitly, with received notions of reality, implicit accounts of 

ontology, which determine what kinds of bodies and sexualities will be 

considered real and true, and which will not.258

Butler’s approach, while underlining the impetus to subvert in these trans-explorations 

of Northern Irish culture, also illuminates the ontological affect of these performances 

that are so loved by both the queer and the non-queer members of society there. The 

affect is a tongue-in-cheek exposition of the socio-political identity constructs that have 

resulted in the conflict and need to be somehow resolved during the conflict 

transformation processes; their very phenomenological appearance straddled across 

gender norms giving them the ontological licence to achieve this. A search for an 

opening up of identity in post-conflict Northern Irish society is at times a utopian 

project, seeming sometimes doomed to failure, but that does not mean that it is not a

258 Butler, Undoing Gender, p. 21.



task worth pursuing. A proliferation of viable identities, bodies and positions across the 

ethnosectarian divide is sought. The continued success of gender disidentification on 

stage can perhaps act as a pointer towards a transformed future where identity 

constructs are more mutable both sexually and politically.

Populist Cross-dressing, Pantomime and Political Parody.

It turns out that ‘she’ plays a vital role after all - in maintaining our 

shared aversion to the contradictory and the challenging aspects of 

sexual (and especially queer or transgender) desire and identity. She 

forces her bulky body, her fake pearls, and her raucous voice between 

us and reality, dispersing fear and prejudice in the sweet relief of 

laughter.260

259 Image from www.davidhullDromotions.com/porttolio/mav-mcfettridge accessed 20 November 
2012.

260 Fionola Meredith, ‘What’s the point of May McFettridge?’, in Fortnight, No. 432 (January 2005), 
Pl3-
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Meredith is here converted to the dichotomous conservative and somewhat therapeutic 

powers of John Linehan’s comic transvestite Ulster housewife. May McFettridge. Her 

annual pantomime appearance at the Grand Opera House in Belfast is the most 

commercially successful gender-disidentified performance in Northern Ireland, as 

according to its chief executive Ockwell, it plays to some eighty thousand patrons each 

season.261 Meredith, who is initially sceptical in her article, is ‘left in no doubt of her 

power over the populace’, and the ‘hegemonic hold of this loud mouthed ‘grand 

dame.”262 This ‘hegemonic’ power is awarded by the privileged position this performer 

now occupies, but to understand it we must look at May’s origins and the tradition S/he 

follows in Northern Irish culture.

Linehan acknowledges that he follows in the footsteps of the popular Ulster 

comedian James Young: ‘if anyone mentions me in the same breath as him I am 

delighted because he was a class act.’263 In the 1960s Young was a star in Northern 

Ireland, having moved on from the camp radio and stage subsidiary roles examined 

earlier, and wielded considerable commercial clout. His closeted sexuality seemed to 

have little bearing on his position in society at that point. He camply redecorated his 

beloved Group Theatre at the city of Belfast’s expense with extravagant chandeliers. 

‘This new decor hints at the camp-kitsch sensibility that underlay the workmanlike 

business of entertainment that was being organized by two homosexual men [Young 

and his partner] under the noses of the city councillors.’264 One actor who worked with

261 Michael Ockwell, chief executive of the Grand Opera House in interview with Maureen Coleman, 
Belfast Telegraph, 23 September 2010.
~62 Meredith, pi3.
263 John Linehan, from an interview with the author on May 9th 2012.
264 Lance Pettitt, ‘Funny Business: Popular Comedy and Entertainment Culture in Northern Ireland,’ in 
Eire-Ireland 34.3&4, (2008). 123-156 (p. 145).
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Young and went on to write a play about him, Paddy Scully, posits that one of the 

reasons his takeover of the Group Theatre in 1960, was that ‘Belfast City Council used 

him to stamp all over Sam Thompson; they would rather give the theatre to a raving 

queen than have his controversial play about the shipyards!’ 265 Thompson’s 

controversial play Over The Bridge (1960) about sectarianism in the Belfast docks, was 

rejected by the board of the Group Theatre but went on to be the most successful play 

ever produced in the province, transferring to London’s West End and spawning a 

television adaptation. The Group’s board were adamant that they would keep religious 

and political controversies off their stage266 but were happy to employ the camp comic 

actor who lampooned society through various, often cross-dressed stereotypical 

parodies. This seemingly innocent ignorance of Young’s sexual proclivities was to 

develop a much darker side when revelations emerged about his abuse of teenage boys 

in the theatre building.267

The parodic nature of the characters that James Young portrayed played out in 

the liminal space between a kind of hegenomic heteronormative acceptability and a 

queer subversive destabilisation; the latter seeking to constantly deflate the former. 

Lance Pettitt explains this specifically Northern Irish destabilising agency by positing 

that ‘his unselfconsciously camp sending up of the seriousness of particularly Ulster 

Protestant manners, its parody of ‘respectfulness’ and cultural self image,’ 268 was 

recollected warmly. It is significant that leading political figures such as Lord 

Brookborough269 attended his performances, underlining their importance, but Young

265 Paddy Scully, from an interview with the author on August 29lh 2012.
266 Ibid.
267 See Hugh Jordan’s article in Sunday World, October 28th, 2012, mentioned below.
~6X Lance Pettitt, 'Queering Broadcast Boundaries: an episode in Northern Ireland’s radio history,’ in 
Media History 11.3 (2005), 207-224 (p. 214).
969 Basil Stanlake Brooke, 1st Viscount Brookeborough, was an Ulster Unionist politician who became 
the third Northern Irish Prime Minister in 1943 and held office until 1963.
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‘was nevertheless set apart because of his unspoken sexuality.’270 His queer agency had 

been thus significantly appropriated by the Northern Ireland state as a salve to the 

working classes that offered succour to both sides of the community. But although 

Young himself professed that his work was an antidote to the ethnosectarian everyday 

agendas: ‘It always cemented the view that life in Northern Ireland is about what 

loyalists think of the nationalists and how nationalists can be made to accept their place 

in the social order.’271 As the sectarian conflict intensified in the 1970s this salve was 

of little help and the centre city places of entertainment were gradually closed off to the 

general populous of Belfast. ‘Our Jimmy’ became most popular as a voice on a long 

playing vinyl record that could be bought during the day and listened to in the haven of 

the home away from the violence of the city centre at night.

Two biographical plays have been written about Young, one made it to 

production and one did not. The former is Scully and Boyd’s 1999 production James 

Young and the Thousand and One Nights of Laughter which was performed at the 

Group Theatre, Belfast to commemorate the twenty-fifth anniversary of the comedian’s 

death. Young was still held in high esteem by the Ulster public, and his sexuality was 

still closeted. Scully expands; ‘my play was told in terms of his characters rather than 

his biography and his sexuality was only alluded to, after all I wasn't about to blow the 

man's gaff. As one Newsletter journalist said to me, nobody wanted to know except 

those 'in the know'.’ 272 The play opens in 1974 with reports of the comic’s death, 

followed by mourning from his very own transvestite creations; Orange Lil and Effy 

O’Condriac arguing about a candle in a window. Each character is a hyperbolic cross-

-77O
Paul Moore, “Stap Fightin’: Accents of Violence in the Work of James Young,’ in Lisa Fitzpatrick 

ed., Performing Violence in Contemporary Ireland (Dublin: Carysfort Press, 2009), pp.l 19-129 
(p.127).
271 Ibid., pl21.
272 Paddy Scully, from an interview with the author on August 29lh 2012.

120



dressed embodiment of the ethnosectrian faction they represent, one loyalist/one

republican. Derek, the window cleaner,273 speaks in raptures at the memory of his 

creator.

DEREK: Did you hear that, mammy? Can you hear what them two aul’ 

biddies is talking about? The people on this wee street, all our wee friend 

and all our wee neighbours owed everything to mister Young... for we 

can’t very well go on without him...275

The simple image of the two ‘aul’ biddies’ arguing is a potent metonym of the 

entrenched sectarian divisions in Northern Ireland. Paul Moore points out that ‘despite 

his living in a rigidly patriarchal society his strongest and most memorable characters

973 The character he played in the McCooeys mentioned in Chapter Two.
274 Image from Paul Moore, ‘Step Right Up - 'Get Yer Gutties On We're Coin' To Bangor!' 
The sound of James Young,’ in The Vacuum, Issue 6 (2003).

Paddy Scully and Paul Boyd, James Young and the Thousand and One Nights of Laughter, 
unpublished production script, p.3.
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are all female.’276 Their totemic qualities are embedded in the communities that 

inspired them and, although sometimes crude and cliched, Scully’s play also highlights 

a kind of feminism in their performance.

JAMES: Sexism, indeed, you dirty wee angel you! I never told a blue 

joke in my life, maybe a little on the turquoise side, a touch of innuendo 

but...

CIVIL S: To continue, exploitation of women, the indignant mimicking 

and the crude impersonating...

JAMES: Och away on you. At least my women had a voice. They might 

not have been Jacky O or Germaine Thingumy.. .:77

Lance Pettitt puts forward this feminist argument positing that in his cross-gendered 

characters there ‘was a more liberating dynamic operating in the comic performance 

[...] that connected directly with the lives of the women in the audience.,27S It could be 

seen that power of social comment in Young’s comic oeuvre was that ‘he occupied an 

intermediate position between classes and across taste boundaries, simultaneously 

embodying key bourgeois cultural institutions and vocalizing taboos in the wider 

society.’ 279 Moore advances this to an egalitarian, humanist position, referring to 

Young as a ‘genius’ who ‘believed the romantic notion that people should solve their 

differences without reference to social, cultural or economic circumstances.’ 280

7(1 Paul Moore, ‘Step Right Up - 'Get Yer Gutties On We're Coin' To Bangor!'
The sound of James Young,’ in The Vacuum, Issue 6 (2003).
977

Paddy Scully and Paul Boyd, James Young and the Thousand and One Nights of Laughter, 
unpublished production script, p.7.
970

Lance Pettitt, ‘Funny Business: Popular Comedy and Entertainment Culture in Northern Ireland,’ in 
Eire-lreland 34.3&4 (2008), 123-156 (p. 138).
279 Ibid., p. 127.
280 Paul Moore, ‘Step Right Up - 'Get Yer Gutties On We're Coin' To Bangor!’
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Young’s undoubted talent did lead to a eulogized, heartfelt place in Northern Irish folk 

memory, resulting in 'a remarkable afterlife, with the wide circulation and remediation 

of his prescient comedy.’281 Having pandered to the need to remediate some of Young’s 

much loved character pieces, Scully and Boyd’s play takes a camp post-conflict turn in 

the second act, imagining Young setting up a souvenir shop in Stormont with his ‘much 

younger’ Catholic ‘boyfriend’ Donagh. Although the liaison is never sexualised in the 

script, the relationship is clear. Actor Chris Robinson, who played Donagh in the 

original production expresses his unease in reflection;

I think at the time when we did the play we were aware of the rumours 

and the character that I played was there to allude to his preference for 

young men but there was no proof at that time and I don't think we 

were aware of just how young some of his victims were. The play was 

a fairly light-hearted look at his work rather than any in depth look into 

his private life.282

The idea that ‘no-one wanted to know except those in the know’, that Scully put 

forward, was further reinforced by his own script and its ‘light-hearted’ approach. 

Young was firmly accepted by the mainstream public at the time and the success of the 

shows at the Group Theatre led to him being offered a television comedy sketch show 

on the BBC. It aired at the height of his fame in October 1972, during one of the most 

violent periods of the Troubles; the Northern Ireland government at Stormont had

The sound of James Young,’ in The Vacuum, Issue 6, (2003).
90 I Lance Pettitt, ‘Funny Business: Popular Comedy and Entertainment Culture in Northern Ireland,’ in 
Eire-Ireland ?<43&4 (20QH), 123-156 (p. 151).
909 ,

Chris Robinson, from an emailed interview with the author on November 17“ 2012.
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collapsed earlier that year and the army patrolled the streets. He appeared on screen 

with his long-term partner Jack Hudson, an ex-British army officer. Their relationship 

was an open secret among theatrical and governance circles in Northern Ireland, as if 

‘there was a widespread and natural tolerance, often amounting to admiration, for those 

brave enough not to conform to the normal social conventions of place and time.’283 

Pettitt argues that it was partly Hudson's military standing that assisted this veil of 

respectability; their ‘business partnership [...] was socially reassuring to the members 

of commercial networks among Belfast Protestants in the 1950s - because of Jack’s 

Englishness, his military service, and his officer status in the British army.’284 This 

status also helped disguise other, darker ‘open secrets’ about the pairs’ sexual 

proclivities that were to lie unfounded until recently.

This televisual record of his performances on screen at the BBC highlights the 

transvestite characters’ impact on the Northern Irish cultural psyche, and their influence 

on future gender disidentified performance here. In a recent study of comic television 

transvestism, Quemener could have been talking about Young’s show years before 

when she posits that ‘each performance, whether it relies on provocation, sassiness or 

self-derision, contains contradictory and ambivalent elements that function as the motor 

of laughter.’28:1 Pettitt, too, is aware of the contradiction inherent in the dynamic of his 

cross-dressed characters;

Christopher Fitzsimon, The Boys, (London: Nick Flern Books, 1994), p. 14. This quote refers to 
another homosexual theatrical couple in Dublin, namely Hilton Edwards and Micheal MacLiammoir, 
but could easily refer to the treatment given to Young and Hudson north of the border at the same time.
284 Lance Pettitt, ‘Funny Business: Popular Comedy and Entertainment Culture in Northern Ireland,’ in 
Eire-Ireland 34.3&4 (2008), 123-156 (p. 131).
90c

' Nelly Quemener, ‘Mockery or fantasy? Transvestite characters, cross-dressing and subaltern 
sexualities in sketches in French talk shows,’ in Sexualities, 15.1 (2012), 80-92 (p. 81).
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Just as the dissidence that Young and some of his roles represented could 

not evade the dominant discourses of the day, so too the dominant 

culture could not completely contain his disruptions so as to reassert the 

smooth-running fantasy of the traditional social and political order.286

The disruption of his gender-disidentified performances antagonised the gender binary 

in conservative NI society, but ultimately sectarian and class politics remained 

unchallenged by them. Although popular with Protestant and Catholic working classes, 

the hegemonic structures of the ruling unionist class proved largely unaffected by his 

comedy. The lady from Cherry Valley, representative of the middle class suburban 

snobbery in Belfast, was the closest Young got to any sort of challenge to the class 

system. Quemener posits that, while seemingly deviant and unconventional in 

presentation, they actually 'perpetuate closeting mechanisms by resorting to unrealistic 

characters that diffuse the political charge of their sketches.’287 Indeed, perhaps because 

of his closeted sexuality, the ruling class could rely on him withholding criticism of 

them. His salve to sectarianism perhaps even highlighted that sectarianism and 

obscured any relation between class politics and socio-economic structures. His 

imagined portrayal of Northern Ireland was ultimately dystopian in presentation, the 

extreme characters failing to shake their sectarian framing, although laughable he reclad 

and reinforced these stereotypes. Pettitt recognises this dystopian vision, and the 

‘misogyny and homophobia deeply ingrained within the cultural traditions of cross- 

dressed female characterizations and the effeminate “mammy-boy” homosexual figure 

[...] linked to the economic, political, and religious character of the social formation in

286 Lance Pettitt, ‘Funny Business: Popular Comedy and Entertainment Culture in Northern Ireland,’ in 
Eire-Ireland, 34.3&4 (2008), 123-56 (p. 150).
287 Quemener, p. 81.
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Ulster.’ 288 Indeed one particular representation, which reinforced suspicion and 

sectarian bigotry, was his portrayal of a southern Irish doll,289 which he portrayed as a 

republican gun-runner.

“I basically interfere but it seems to go down well.”290

In 1987, thirteen years after Young’s premature death, comic actor John Linehan called 

into a local radio programme in the guise of a middle-aged Ulster housewife (in the 

manner of Young’s matriarchs). The radio station subsequently fielded an 

unprecedented number of phone calls in response to her and May McFettridge was 

born. Two weeks later a local newspaper decided it wanted to have a photo of May, and 

Linehan grabbed an impromptu outfit of a grey wig, woolly hat and cardigan from his 

own mother: T saw her as a wee woman in her mid sixties from north Belfast.’291 

Crucially she is from the north of the city and this is the least clearly defined area in 

terms of its working-class ethnosectarian make up; ‘She is never one side or the other, 

she is always 'one of youse,' never one of us or them. Sure what's the difference between 

a Protestant tenner and a Catholic tenner? Nathin!’292 Linehan, a straight, married man, 

followed Young’s example of unconvincing female impersonation. He is clearly a man 

wearing women’s clothing; this was not an attempt to imitate femininity. Fiona Moore 

explores the masculinity in drag performance in hegemonic terms:

900

Lance Pettitt, ‘Funny Business: Popular Comedy and Entertainment Culture in Northern Ireland,’ in 
Eire-Ireland, Volume 34.3&4, (2008), 123-156 (pp. 149-150).
90Q

A popular tourist gift of a small female doll dressed in traditional Celtic outfit.
290 John Linehan, in interview in The Newsletter, 27 December 2010.
291 John Linehan, in interview with the author on 9th May 2012.
292 Ibid.
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The fact that straight men practice drag under certain circumstances can 

also be seen to define drag performance as a liminal act, something 

which asserts the status quo through allowing its transgression in 

limited circumstances. For straight men, drag expresses masculinity 

through portraying the non-masculine, and thus they define their 

masculinity by distancing themselves from it.293

May’s liminal (but straight) sexuality and non-sectarian make up, was an ideal 

personage to take over the role of the dame in the Grand Opera House’s annual 

pantomime in 1989. His parodic but non-threatening presentation of Northern Irish 

womanhood as ‘everybody’s favourite gap-toothed, plain speaking housewife,’294 is 

even less antagonising than Young’s twenty years earlier. The sexual politics seem to 

have regressed somewhat even, with a more overt ‘mockery of the middle-aged 

unattractive woman for daring to continue to feel and express sexual desire, a staple of 

comedy.’295 Linehan is himself positive in ambition, hoping that as ‘she goes to the 

limit of political and social niceties, she pops the balloon of respectability.’296 But she 

never transgresses those limits, following the pantomime dame coding of conformity 

veiled in playfulness. The balloon of respectability is popped temporarily only, as any 

transgressed uncertainties are always resolved by the end of the show. The multi

million pound machine behind the Grand Opera House pantomime, international 

entertainment company Qdos, uses her identity to ‘offer consumers the opportunity to

'JQT Fiona Moore, ‘One of the Gals who’s One of the Guys: Men, Masculinity and Drag Performance in 
North America,’ in Changing Sex and Bending Gender ed. by Alison Shaw and Shirley Ardener, 
(Oxford: Berghahn Books, 2007), pp. 103-18 (p. I 13).
294 Editorial comment on interview with John Linehan, The Newsletter, Monday 27th December 2010
^QC

Peter Holland, ‘The Play of Eros: Paradoxes of Gender in English Pantomime,’ in New Theatre 
Quarterly, 13.51 (August 1997), 195-204 (p. 203).
296 John Linehan, in interview with the author on 9th May 2012.
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connect with what they variously identify as family and community, but these terms 

register specific and strategically wielded meanings,’297 in the pursuit of profit. May is 

constructed as a peculiarly Northern Irish celebrity to fit into their business model of 

using soap stars, comedians, and B-list reality television personalities to put bums on 

seats. Their business model ‘has proven to be a successful branding strategy because 

its imagined brand and taste community cuts across traditional social, gender and age 

boundaries,’298 and, in a Northern Irish context, sectarian boundaries through May’s 

persona. Linehan is right when he says that; ‘As a man in a skirt you can say things that 

I, John, wouldn't get away with, that's one of the main reasons it works,’ but he fails to 

capitalise on the potentially incendiary nature of this freedom. The failed advancement 

of sexual politics in his presentation, is symptomatic perhaps of a wider malaise in post

conflict Northern Irish culture, decades behind the rest of Qdos’ UK pantomime empire, 

where the flamboyant gay comedien Julian Clary can talk of ‘alternative family units’299 

to the boys and girls, and mothers and fathers. Robin Greer protests this cultural 

condition:

The May McFettridge character is all about sneering at accomplishment, 

success or even aspiration: it is a celebration of failure and vulgarity and 

is about thirty years behind the times. As such McFettridge is the perfect 

mirror of much of Northern Ireland. 700

101 Marina Lipton, ‘Celebrity versus Tradition: ‘Branding’ in Modern British Pantomime,’ in New 
Theatre Quarterly, 23:2 (2007), 136-151 (p. 148).
298 Ibid., p. 144.
299 Ibid., p. 140.
300 0reer Robin, ‘My Beef: Calm Down Robin, It’s only a third rate drag act,’ in The Vacuum, 18 
(2009).
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Although Greer’s comments are particularly scathing about May, Northern Irish culture 

fares worse. It does smack of a middle-class sensibility pouring scorn on a populist 

entertainment, but in terms of a progression in sexual politics he has a point. In another 

more recent exposition, Meredith cuts to the nub of the cross-dressing argument, 

sensitively celebrating the twentieth anniversary of the Belfast Butterfly Club, the 

province’s transgender support group.

Many sections of the media reinforce this cartoonish stereotype, treating 

transgender people with sneers, innuendo and contempt. Here in 

Northern Ireland, where May McFettridge is seen by many as the last 

word in comic genius, we're particularly guilty of this kind of juvenile 

mockery.3"1

The celebration of May’s cartoonish stereotype occasionally disrupts the hegemonic 

applecart, poking fun at the devolved Stormont legislative assembly as the ‘real 

pantomime on the hill’ in her one man/woman show; but as we, her audience, ‘laugh at 

panto’s ludicrous distortions of modern life, perhaps we more clearly perceive, and 

become more contented with, the charms of our daily lives.’ 302 The inequality of 

quotidian realities, however, remains untroubled, and indeed the ‘transgressive’ 

embodied ‘other’ in the form of May’s dowdy dame (perhaps because of her non- 

fantastical appearance) reinscribes society’s prejudices. These prejudices affect the

•5Q1

Fionola Meredith, ‘Why cross-dressing really isn't an issue to poke fun at,’ in The Belfast 
Telegraph, 14 September 2011.
•3Q')

“ Shirley Ardener, ‘Male Dames and Female Boys: Cross-Dressing in the English Pantomime,’ in 
Alison Shaw and Shirley Ardener eds., Changing Sex and Bending Gender (Oxford: Berghahn Books, 
2007), pp. 119-37 (p. 134).
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transgendered community profoundly, as Meredith pleads ‘they do deserve to live the 

life they choose, free of prejudice and disdain. It's time for this society to stop 

sniggering and grow up.’303

The reinscription of the ‘deviant’ Young

It is now the age of the actors and distinctions between childhood 

innocence and adult sexuality that hold our concern, and fuel our social 

and moral panic.304

Ten years after Paul Moore described James Young as ‘too special, too important, a 

genius,’ the extraordinary public affection that conferred his celebrity status in Northern 

Ireland has been shattered by revelations in the Sunday World over two consecutive 

editions. The first article by Hugh Jordan begins by referring to Young as a ‘cross

dressing comedy queen,’ who ‘preyed on vulnerable young boys.’303 The victim that is 

interviewed in the first edition describes terrible physical and sexual abuse at the hands 

of the brothers of the De La Salle Catholic boys home in 1960s Belfast. Contacting the 

famous comedian was seen as a means of escape:

It was well known among the home boys that Young was a soft touch 

for money, but you had to perform for him before you got it. I also know

303 Fionola Meredith, ‘Why cross-dressing really isn’t an issue to poke fun at,’ in The Belfast 
Telegraph, 14 September, 2011.
304 Helen Gavin and Tracey Yeadon-Lee, Ts Nonce the New Queer?’ in Queer Sexualities, (Freeland: 
Inter-disciplinary Press, in Press) http://www.inter-disciplinary.net/wp-
content/uploads/201 I/04/lraccvapapcr.pdf accessed November 16th 2012. p. 4.
303 Sunday World, 28 October 2012.
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that some of the boys were willing participants in what Jimmy Young 

wanted them to do - but they were still children.306

What is pertinent to this study is that the article goes on to mention the second 

of the two biographical plays about James Young, that was in the final stages of 

production: The Jimmy Young Story by Gary Mitchell, produced by Martin Lynch and 

Joe Rea of GBL productions, and due to premier in the new MAC arts centre in Belfast 

in January 2013. ‘The work will deal in detail with Young’s fascination with having 

gay sex with underage boys,’ writes Jordan. This is a salacious exaggeration of the 

proposed production. Though now seemingly misconceived, it is primarily a ‘Star is 

Born’ style gay love story about the relationship between Young and Hudson. It 

explores the homophobic society of the time, charting Our Jimmy’s rise to stardom in 

Northern Ireland, and the parallel break up of his relationship with his army officer 

lover. The character of a young, ambitious ‘theatrical’ called Paul, serves as a cypher 

for the many young men that Young was known to have ‘entertained’ over the years. 

This relationship is portrayed as mutually beneficial, and drowned in alcohol by both 

parties. There is a particularly touching scene between Hudson and Young, when the 

young lover has run away again after a fight and James resorts to the bottle.

JAMES: He wasn’t there for all the other ups and downs that I had that 

brought me to this magical opportunity I have right now. And he wasn’t 

there when my dad died. You were, Jack Hudson, and I thank you for 

it. How’s that for an apology?

JACK: I forgive you. Now tell me what you did on the boy?

306 Ibid.
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JAMES: I upset Paul at dinner last night when I accidentally called him 

Jack.307

Undoubtedly the real-life relationship between the two men was very close, but to what 

extent this was affected by the proscription of their sexuality at the time will never be 

known. The concept of the acceptable homosexual as distinct from the unacceptable 

paedophile is a relatively recent development in the public psyche, but is still prevalent 

in much of the non-western and non-developed world,

due to both psychological and social processes where in deviating from 

the heterosexual norm, they are each positioned as heterosexuality’s 

‘Other’ but as a result become undifferentiated from each ‘other’. In 

other words, they collapse into sameness.308

And the proscribed sexuality also affected the psyche and activities of those involved 

in the ‘illegal’ sexual acts. Laws around age of consent vary enormously both 

temporally and geographically. What seems shocking in the UK and Ireland in 2012 

may seem less so in an earlier decade and in a different locale. In Scotland a boy is 

deemed legally sexually responsible at age fourteen, although those in a position of 

trust are likely to face prosecution if they have intercourse with anyone under eighteen. 

Undoubtedly Young’s celebrity and social status conferred a responsibility and trust, 

which he betrayed in his activities with teenage boys. In the 1930s Young himself had

-m?
Gary Mitchell, James Young, unpublished production script, October 2012, pp. 88-89.

-3AO

Helen Gavin and Tracey Yeadon-Lee, Ts Nonce the New Queer?’ in Queer Sexualities, (Freeland: 
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finished school and entered the workforce at fourteen, as did many of his 

contemporaries; even in Young’s own lifetime attitudes as to when childhood ended 

had shifted. Recently, especially since the controversy at the BBC surrounding the 

famous television and radio personality Jimmy Saville, a crisis mentality has emerged 

around issues of celebrity and underage sex. Gavin and Yeadon-Lee propose that 

‘social anxieties about sexually deviant behaviour have moved from the homosexual to 

the paedophiliac, viewing behaviour and desires that are atypical as threatening the 

social order.’309 Mitchell’s portrayal of Paul as possibly criminal undoubtedly was a 

primary factor in the production’s cancellation.

JAMES: It doesn’t make sense, sure it doesn’t? I give that wee lad 

everything he wants. I put him on stage. I made him a star. And then 

he goes and does this.

JACK: You should report him to the police.

JAMES: What? What are you saying? You can’t phone the police 

because your partner treats you like shit or half the country would be in 

jail tomorrow.310

Mitchell uses an almost homonormative mirror in a temporal jump back to a 1970s 

abusive heteronormative relationship, without knowledge of the actual nature of 

Young’s dealings with teenage boys. Joe Rea, of GBL productions, explicates the 

possible damaging after-effects of the paedophilic revelations, threatening both social

309 Helen Gavin and Tracey Yeadon-Lee, Ts Nonce the New Queer?’ in Queer Sexualities, (Freeland: 
Inter-disciplinary Press, in Press) http://www.inter-disciplinary.net/wp- 
content/uploads/2011/04/tracevqpaper.pdf accessed November 16th 2012. p. 2.
-J IQ
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and cultural norms. GBL ‘felt that a show that celebrated this Ulster comedy hero

would not be well received and in fact could damage our company.’311

Paranoia and the homonormative juggernaut

Through the particular case studies in this chapter I have analysed the specificities of 

Northern Irish gender disidentification in performance and its attendant subversive 

agency. All the performers interviewed take delight in the comedic potentials harnessed 

through their transvestite appearance. They playfully manifest the ‘category crisis’ of 

transvestism outlined by Marjorie Garber,

one of the most consistent and effective functions of the transvestite in 

culture is to indicate the place of what I call ‘category crisis’, disrupting 

and calling attention to cultural, social, or aesthetic dissonances.312

Garber theorises that cross-dressing highlights a liminality in the borders 

between binaries of class, race, religion, and economy as much as it does gender and 

sexuality in that it operates semiotically as a ‘sign of overdetermination - a mechanism 

of displacement from one blurred boundary to another.’313 The sectarian boundaries 

transgressed in the Northern Irish context consist of a very specific lexicon of self

definition with its attendant elements of overdetermined political and cultural display.

311 Joe Rea, Director of Development/Producer, GBL Productions, in an emailed response to the 
author, November 20th 2012.
"I 1 -)

“ Marjorie Garber, Vested Intrests - Cross-dressing and Cultural Anxiety (New York: Routledge, 
1997), p. 16.
313 Ibid.
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James Young’s transvestite figure from an earlier era, while occasionally subversive in 

terms of class, is in the end a cosignifier of the hegemonic status quo in that it is as 

Garber theorises ‘in many ways normative: as a condition that very frequently 

accompanies theatrical representation when theatrical self-awareness is greatest [...] a 

recuperative structure for the social control of sexual behaviour.’314 The over the top 

cultural display of his characters like the loyalist campaigner Orange Lil, recuperate 

and underline class and sectarian differences. His Catholic characters are all free- 

loading southerners visiting the north to variously claim social security benefits, 

condoms, and to culturally interfere. He even inscribes a Troubles sectarian paranoia 

when his seemingly innocent ‘Coleen Doll’ sings of having a knockdown armalite 

stuffed in her knickers.

A soldier doll keeps searching me and it isn’t very nice, 

when he thinks my skirt is hiding an incendiary device.313

The other Northern Irish cross-dressed performers mentioned above, 

particularly the drag artists, are purposefully keen to disrupt quotidian realities, seizing 

the post-conflict moment accented by the cheering audience watching that performance 

of Hedwig with which I began this chapter.

Drag is an example that is meant to establish that “reality” is not as fixed 

as we generally assume it to be. The purpose of the example is to expose

314 Ibid., p. 17.
315 James Young television sketch “The Coleen Doll,” The Complete Our Jimmie: the very best of 
James Young, (London: BBC Worldwide DVD. 2004).
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the tenuousness of gender “reality” in order to counter the violence 

performed by gender norms.316

This exposure of violence, proposed by Judith Butler, could be extended, as an 

appurtenance to the Northern Irish ethnosectarian discord, in that cross-dressing as a 

signifier disrupts all binaries in play, not just gender and sexuality. It is important, 

however, not to underestimate the hegemonic backlash if this signifying play of 

costume obfuscates its overdetermined theatrical distance; if it leaves the 

cabaret/television/pantomime frame. Charlotte Suthrell posits that,

any putative crossing, reversals, or neutering in the sex and gender arena 

is one which provokes a strong reaction; the cultural insistence on 

conformity is deep-rooted, and the possibility of change in this area 

continues to be something which induces anxiety and resistance; nor 

would this seem to be declining.317

There is a sense that trans behaviour outside the acceptable frame of a performative 

distance, is a step too far, an anti-homonormative expression. It is as if an acceptable 

‘homonormative’ performance of gay identity has been transgressed. Lisa Duggan 

coined this neologism in a refusal of the neoliberal sexual politics of the USA.

316 Judith Butler, Gender Trouble (New York: Routledge. 1990), p. 25.
317 Charlotte Suthrell, Unzipping Gender: Sex, Cross-dressing and Culture (Oxford: Berg, 2004), p. 
179.
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The democratic diversity of proliferating forms of sexual dissidence is 

rejected in favor of the naturalized variation of a fixed minority arrayed 

around a state-endorsed heterosexual primacy and prestige.318

I would argue that this state-endorsed aping of a heterosexual identity can be attacked 

more effectively in the post-conflict moment in Northern Ireland, with all identity 

constructs in flux as society here recalibrates after the Troubles. I seek to destabilise 

any cultural reinscription of identity constrictions that caused the dysfunctional conflict 

society here, given the cosy stand-off of the political extremes in the consociationalist 

devolved government. My praxis piece explored this sociocultural queer project.

Though insights may indeed be evident within the product, the 

production of knowledge is typically processual and the relational 

encounters in which it is yielded might helpfully be pointed up for the 

purposes of articulating research. [... ] In sum, praxis may thus better be 

articulated in both the product and related documentation,314

Robin Nelson here outlines the way that contributions to knowledge can best be made 

by a relational encounter between the practical element of research and the 

documentation produced around it. The particular understandings resulting from my 

praxis will be articulated through the following two chapters. Chapter Four examines 

the five strands of dramaturgical approaches taken. Chapter Five will unpick some

318 Lisa Duggan, The Twilight of Equality: Neoliberalism, Cultural Politics and the Attack on
Democracy (Boston: Beacon Press, 2003), p. 65.
319 Robin Nelson, Tractice-as-Research and the Problem ot Knowledge’, in Performance Research: A 
Journal of the Performance Arts. 11.4(2006), 105-16 (p. 115).
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specific moments within DRAG that successfully elucidate the praxis aims and use the 

various feedback loops (questionnaires, post-show discussions, and other analyses) to 

assess the production’s sociocultural intervention.
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Chapter Four: Queer Memory, Queer Action: Performing

the Counterpublic.

Performance, though - particularly by artists that stand at multiple 

points of antagonism in relation to racial, class, gender and sexual 

hegemonies - can function as a productive site for producing theory.320

I propose that, in line with my stated aim at the start of this thesis, queer performance 

in Northern Ireland forms part of a critical counter-heteronormative discourse and my 

practical research investigates this theory in the light of the above research. In Chapter 

Two I examined the recurring trope of the homosexual character in Northern Irish 

drama and its disparate destabilising potentials as utilised by various writers. In Chapter 

Three I analysed the particular agency of the gender disidentified performance to 

comically critique identity construction in the wider socio-political setting. In this 

chapter I will outline the processual interaction of my research with the queer 

memory/autobiography driven performance project, which formed the praxis (theory 

imbricated within practice). Duggan sees the progression of queer politics and 

performance as closely related.

320 Jose Esteban Munoz, ‘Queer Theatre, Queer Theory: Luis Alfaro’s Cuerpo Politizado’, in Alisa 
Solomon and Framji Minwalla eds., The Queerest Art: Essays on Lesbian and Gay Theater, (New 
York: New York University Press, 2002) pp. 227-246 (p. 228).

139



Queer politics [...] keeps the possibility of radical change alive at the 

margins. It also infuses a remarkable efflorescence of off-center cultural 

production - art music, dance, theater, film and video, and more.321

An off-centre encounter between queer personal histories, radical queer politics 

and queer performance was the cultural production disseminated in my praxis. Below 

I will first outline the processes involved in developing and staging the theatrical 

production that formed this praxis Divided, Radical, And Gorgeous. I will then examine 

further the relational encounters between my research and practice that formed the 

dramaturgical strands. Infused with a queer political viewpoint, DRAG agitated at the 

margins of post-conflict Northern Ireland, and together with its attendant feedback

loops and various ancillary discussions the piece fulfilled Fidelma Ashe’s call for

research and cultural action to go hand in hand in Northern Ireland. She also proposed 

that

[...] given the mainstream culture that we have I think anyone, any 

group, any community that disrupts that, and disrupts the constant 

repetition of that sort of single identity culture is [...] part and parcel of 

the processes that are trying to create a more diverse society.322

The results and implications of this cultural intervention will be examined further in 

Chapter Five. For now this disruptive impetus will be explored through my creative and

j
Lisa Duggan, ‘Making It Perfectly Queer,’ in Sex Wars: Sexual Dissent and Political Culture,

(London: Routledge, 1995) pp. 155-72 (p. 171).
-^2') Fidelma Ashe, Panel Discussion on Combating Homophobia, May 2014, Appendix IVc, p. clvii.
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socio-political approaches to dramaturgy; in particular through a deconstructive, 

queering methodology.

In post-conflict Northern Ireland the dynamic of ‘normalisation’ has been a key 

drive of the peace process, one with disturbing valences vis-a-vis non-normative 

sexual/social identities.323 The term ‘dissident’ has usually been applied to those 

paramilitary groups outside this process of post-conflict normalisation. Dissidence 

could also be attributed to sexual/social activists that seek change outside the dominant 

(hetero-) ‘normalisation’ processes, which, to a large extent, continue the 

ethnosectarian divide. A naturalised imbalance inherent in the consociationalist 

solution dominates any cultural discourse; as if the dominant ethnosectarian binary has 

been institutionalised further. The queer project of exposing the overdetermined nature 

of identity formations is particularly apt in this context, and queer would propose a 

sexual/social dissidence outside this institutionalised imbalance. Max Kirsch proposes 

a coalition of social change in that ‘while “queerness” cuts across class, status and 

power, the interplay of scapegoating and rejection is performed in the same arena’324 

and a strategically essentialised notion of identifying with oppression in others is the 

key. This identification with other oppressed viewpoints was imbued in the cross 

community structure of the production of DRAG. Further any notion of a fixed ‘gay’ 

viewpoint was rejected in favour of a queer continuum of sexually dissident 

perspectives; aligned with many types of scapegoating and rejection (for instance see 

list scenes in DRAG). Duggan proposes that a state-sanctioned unitary ‘gay’ perspective 

is usually white, middle-class, Western and male, and can be thought of as

323 Marian Duggan suggests that ‘If communities are truly to move towards, and remain, within a 
‘post-conflict’ framework, then all facets and identities must be included so as to recognise the true 
diversity of contemporary societies,’ in Queering Conflict: Examining Lesbian and Gay Experiences of 
Homophobia and Northern Ireland, (Farnham: Ashgate, 2012), p. 144.
3-4 Max H. Kirsch, Queer Theory and Social Change (London: Routledge, 2000), p. 36.
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‘homonormative;’ where gay lives become ‘normalised’ within the constraints of 

existing heteronormative paradigms only.

The democratic diversity of proliferating forms of sexual dissidence is 

rejected in favor of the naturalized variation of a fixed minority arrayed 

around a state-endorsed heterosexual primacy and prestige.32:1

I would argue that this state-endorsed aping of heterosexual identity, can be disrupted 

effectively in the post-conflict moment in Northern Ireland, as dysfunctional ‘straight’

identitarian constructs from the previous decades are now being held up for 

examination as society here recalibrates after the Troubles. I sought to destabilise any 

cultural reinscription of reified identity construction, given the cosy standoff of the 

political extremes in the devolved government. A disruption of ethnosectarian binaries 

alongside sexual binaries of masculine/feminine and gay/straight follows on from the 

queer work of many of the artists described in Chapters Two and Three. DRAG would 

take its place alongside other cultural interventions (such as the OUTBURST Queer

Arts Festival and parts of Belfast Pride) that disrupt any kind of ‘homonormative’

agenda which places gay identities within a fixed arena in public discourse. The 

disruptive performance of a queer counterpublic outside reinscription of identitarian 

norms can be seen therefore as anti-homonormative, as well as critically disrupting 

heternormativity.

-39 c
Lisa Duggan The Twilight of Equality: Neoliberalism, Cultural Politics and the Attack on 

Democracy (Boston: Beacon Press, 2003), p. 65.
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In my praxis I explored the anti-hetero/homonormative social turn, going 

beyond any kind of pigeonholing of identity in neatly labelled and neutralised sexual 

boxes (see especially the list of all the types of gays in Appendix I, p. xvi). In particular 

it uses cross-dressing as a key tool to achieve this, harnessing the agency explored in 

Chapter Three; hence the name DRAG. But I sought to examine the step beyond the

‘ironic tranny in a wig,’326 for instance the performer donned a sequined Mohican-

topped balaclava in an angry response to the politicians in Stormont. I used a 

metonymic binary here, queering a potent symbol of the Troubles and pitting it against 

the symbol of hegemonic Ulster government. My cross-dressed practical exploration 

exposed the relationship between gender, sexuality, and other identity markers in this 

post-conflict flux, highlighting the agency of gender disidentification in performance 

but refusing any homonormative constriction on that agency.

Dyke anger, anticolonial despair, racial rage, counterhegemonic 

violence, punk pugilism - these are the bleak and angry territories of the 

antisocial turn; these are the jagged zones within which not only self- 

shattering but other-shattering occurs.327

Judith Halberstam’s queer manifesto for disruption of any hetero-privileged 

homonormative agenda is, in practice, extended to a kind of ‘drag terrorism’ in my 

praxis performance piece. The impetus of this kind of dissident antisocial turn in my 

queer cultural engagement with post conflict Northern Ireland is explored below. I will 

also look at how queer memory and the character of McGuinness’s Dido from

3“6 Appendix I, Annotated Performance Script of Divided, Radical And Gorgeous, p. xviii.
397

Judith Halberstam, The Queer Art of Failure (Durham: Duke University Press, 2011), p. 110.
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Carthaginians shadowed the inception of DRAG. I move on to then explore in detail 

the five dramaturgical strands that emerged during the practice based research. Firstly 

it is important to outline the iterative processes involved in developing the praxis.

Making Divided, Radical, And Gorgeous (DRAG).

328

Some truths concerning the past were resuscitated in the present through 

knowledge created in performance.329

390
Publicity image for Divided, Radical, And Gorgeous designed by the author, photography Simon 

Crawford, model Gordon Crawford, a.k.a. Trudy Scrumptious, 2012.
399

Baz Kershaw, 'Performance as Research: live events and documents,' in The Cambridge 
Companion to Performance Studies, ed. by Tracy C. Davis, (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
2008) pp. 23-45 (p. 35).
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Queer thought breeds queer action, which is happiness!330

In this first epigraph Baz Kershaw sets out the ambition of many practice as research 

(PaR) practitioners whose explorations are based in performance projects inspired by 

historiography. The second epigraph from an audience member that viewed my praxis 

(theory imbricated within practice) research piece elucidates the resulting socio

political effect that such a performance can achieve through its performance and 

following reflection. My praxis examined the agency of queer performance in Northern 

Ireland; a dual approach of unveiling an obfuscated past and aligning it with social 

action through performance was the queer theoretical research project undertaken. 

Some truths regarding the hidden queer lives of the gay community in Northern Ireland 

during the conflict were presented in the praxis leading to an understanding of the way 

the queer community came together contributing to the formation of a counterpublic. 

The production lent voice to some of the hidden lives of the queer community during 

the conflict, and explored the potentialities of that countering voice in a post-conflict 

public sphere.

Queer theoretical approaches to research practice can be thought of as fulfilling 

a post-structuralist paradigm in that they often refute an essentialist unitary voice, 

through emphasizing plurality and deferral of meaning especially around matters of 

identity. As Campbell and Farrier posit, ‘queer in PaR is a lived experience that exceeds 

binary thinking, upsets unitary subjects and presents identities expressed in non- 

normative sexualities.’331 A queer approach plays with categories in a non-binarised 

framework, outside notions of masculine/feminine, homosexual/heterosexual and, as I

330 DRAG Anonymous audience response. Queer Secret Devotions, Appendix IIIc, p. xcii.
331 Alyson Campbell and Stephen Farrier, ‘Queer Practice as Research: A Fabulously Messy 
Business,’ in Theatre Research International, 40.1 (2015), 83-87 (p. 84).
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have suggested in Northern Ireland, beyond sectarian binaries too. As shown in the 

previous two chapters, queer identities in performance have been used to disrupt the 

cultural norms inherent in the sectarian social binary that dominates public discourse in 

Northern Ireland. In my praxis I explored Greer’s premise that queer performance 

‘might work to disrupt or otherwise intervene in cultural production,’ and through 

‘framing the reiteration of cultural norms as a sign of their weakness’332 expose the 

indentitarian constructs that are inherent in words such as ‘straight,’ ‘gay,’ ‘nationalist,’ 

‘loyalist,’ ‘freedom fighter,’ even ‘terrorist.’ A post-structuralist play with terms of 

identity and subjectivity is at the heart of my praxis approach (see the ever-changing 

use of pronouns for instance in Appendix I). Robin Nelson posits that ‘post

structuralism fosters a sceptical and radical mode of thought which resonates with 

experimentation in arts practices insofar as play is a method of inquiry,’ through placing 

‘elements in a bricolage which afford[s] insights through deliberate and careful 

juxtaposition.’ 333 This queer play with careful juxtaposition resonates with the 

bricolage style construction of DRAG. I will first briefly describe the queerly framed 

rehearsal process and afterwards resultant production.

Some Rehearsal Processes.

Queer theatre is made by queer artists with queer intentions that confront the 

heteronormative society in which they are working. As Lawrence Senelick proposes 

‘queer theatre cannot be created from without: the status of its creator as “queer” within

339
Stephen Greer, Contemporary British Queer Performance, (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan,

2012), p. 11.
333 Robin Nelson, ‘Practice-as-Research and the Problem of Knowledge’, in Performance Research: A 
Journal of the Performance Arts, 11.4 (2006), 105-16 (p. 109).
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a “straight” society is, at some level, its raw material.’334 TheatreofplucK, formed by 

myself and Karl Schappell (two gay theatre-makers) in 2005, became the first publicly 

funded queer theatre company on the island of Ireland in 2008. The governing 

manifesto proposed the production of quality theatre for everyone but with a queer 

slant, and to especially deal with issues concerning LGBT people in Ireland. Our queer 

strategy was also evident in our working methodology which, unlike many other text- 

based/writer-privileged companies in Northern Ireland, relied heavily on improvisation 

as a technique for theatre making. O'Reilly outlines the company’s ethos:

TheatreofplucK creates a different kind of theatrical trouble, disturbing 

and inverting [...] through the realisation of queer [...] dramaturgies 

[which] seek[s] to interrogate the complex weaving of masculinities, 

femininities and transgender identities in post-conflict Northern 

Ireland.335

O’Reilly also acknowledged the impetus for the creation of DRAG as a counterpublic 

praxis suggesting that it is ‘revealing how a queer identity can still emerge despite 

exposure to intense, bigoted prejudices and homophobia’ offering ‘an alternative to the 

typical theatrical Troubles narrative.’ 336 The creative artists employed by 

TheatreofplucK over the years have mostly been LGBT but there is no exclusionary 

policy on working with people who identify as heterosexual, if they agree with the

334 Laurence Senelick, The Queer Root of Theatre,’ in The Queerest Art: essays on lesbian and gay 
theatre ed. by Alisa Solomon and Framji Minwalla, (New York: New York University Press, 2002), 
pp. 21-39 (p. 21).
335 Caitriona O’Reilly, ‘Politics, Pride and Performance: TheatreofplucK’s Devised Queer 
Dramaturgies in Northern Ireland,’ in Devised Performance in Irish Theatre: Histories and 
Contemporary Practice ed. by Siobhan O’Gorman and Charlotte Mclvor, (Dublin, Carysfort Press, 
2015), pp. 243-259 (p. 244).
336 Ibid., p.245 and p.257.
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company’s manifesto. I knew that in developing the praxis for this research a focused 

verbatim approach through queer subjectivity was required however.

My two main collaborators in DRAG were established Northern Irish queer 

artists of sorts337 and together we approached the piece through a refined form of the 

TheatreofplucK improvisational rehearsal methodology. We addressed our direct 

personal experience of growing up in Northern Irish society during the conflict. Using 

the performer as a kind of social explorer is an established phenomena in theatre 

studies. Clive Barker’s seminal work on theatre games stresses the social function of 

the actor.

He is capable of bringing back from his explorations a mass of 

sociological information, and he does this experientially, not from the 

detached impersonal and limited viewpoint of an outside observer.338

Therefore, the queer performer would bring his queer experientially sourced material 

to bear on this queer enterprise. I was clear in my briefing of the performers that the 

intention was to both tell our own stories of growing up and coming out during the 

conflict, and to illustrate the alternative identity possibilities inherent in the formation 

of our own queer subjectivities. My aim was for the piece to illustrate the countering 

voice of the queer community against the inherently dysfunctional public sphere in 

Northern Ireland that operated during the Troubles. DRAG would also add to the post

conflict cultural processes through its praxis. Fidelma Ashe has highlighted the 

importance of queer subjectivities entering the post-conflict discourse in Northern

337 Gordon Crawford, who performs as drag queen Trudy Scrumptious, and the actor Paul Boyd.
"J TO

Clive Barker, The Actor as Social Scientist,’ in Theatre Games: A New Approach to Drama 
Training, (London: Methuen, 1977). pp. 211-18 (p. 213).
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Ireland, especially through academic routes, proposing that ‘conflict-transformational 

discourse can assist forms of cultural politics around sexuality by opening this arena to 

scrutiny and by integrating issues surrounding sexual identity into research agendas.’339 

The improvisations were therefore targeted and contingent. The rehearsal process was 

iterative and dynamic resulting in a piece of theatre that would be queer in both form 

and content that directly confronted our experiences in Northern Ireland.

The theatre-game improvisational process utilised random pieces of paper with 

direction ideas on them; a method I have used before for devised work in 

TheatreofplucK. A line of pieces of paper lay along the floor at the back of the rehearsal 

space. Each piece had a directorial fragment that could be interpreted many ways and 

related to the overall direction I wanted the piece to take. I instructed the performer (or 

performers) to take each paper in turn and explore the idea written there. They can be 

organised as ‘text’ ideas, ‘movement’ ideas, ‘prop’ ideas, ‘costume’ ideas etc. I 

developed this idea further for DRAG to include references to our own queer 

autobiographies, inspiration from specific academic research and from particular plays 

in my queer cultural historiography. I prefaced each rehearsal with long 

autobiographical interviews with the performers, made the pieces of paper and then 

allowed the improvisations to occur while I watched. This allowed a ‘hands-off 

directing style for the initial explorations, where the performers could bring their own 

authentic voices to bear, through their exploration of my targeted pieces of paper. This 

game technique provided entry points for the performers into the bricolage style

^39 Fidelma Ashe, ‘Iris Robinson's Excitable Speech: Sexuality and Conflict Transformation in 
Northern Ireland.’ in POLITICS, 29 (2009), 20-27 (p. 26).
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composition of the piece. Examples were

McGuinness’s Carthaginians',

fashion show,’ inspired by the stories of Dido in

‘Model the balaclava for the terrorist of the year

340

‘Why are you in love with a closeted

of gay people there are (in dance),’ to make

freedom fighter?’ as an idea from Crilly’s

the performer think beyond binaries

On McQuillan’s Hill; ‘Describe all the kinds

of gay and straight; and further to think about how these multiplicity of identities are 

physicalized and read; ‘The taxi swerves to avoid the burning bus,’ from the interview 

with John Goodchild about his experiences in Belfast while making Ecce Homo with 

Belfast Community Theatre in 1987. Other examples were there to initiate 

autobiographical explorations: ‘Whisper to us about what happened in school,’ ‘Tell us 

a story about your crazy sister,’ ‘What happened the first time you went to a gay club,’ 

‘Confess to us in the mic wearing the balaclava,’ ‘Tell us about the first time you tried 

on women’s clothing.’ After each improvisation session the success or otherwise of 

each would be discussed, and I would make further refinements and suggest future 

directions; a kind of sifting process where restrictions to improvisatory direction were 

implemented. This game of free play and directed play in the exploration of a subject 

resonates with the practice of contemporary theatre makers such as Forced 

Entertainment. Matzke elucidates the approach:

340 Earlier TheatreofplucK Improvisation game papers, (2006), and below some of the improvisation 
game papers devised for DRAG (2011).
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Imagine you are consciously playing yourself and playing with your 

own self. You are playing a game that follows its own rules. As it 

progresses, it moves between improvisation and adaptation, free and 

restricted play, between the process of self-making and that of being 

defined by others.341

The processes of disallowance and allowance in the performance construction were 

foregrounded to highlight those same processes in our quotidian existence outside the 

theatre. I carefully juxtaposed sections where rules were strictly enforced, for instance 

in the play with lists and terminology (see performance description below and 

Appendix 1) and others where free improvisation was encouraged, for instance in 

audience interaction where the haphazard, live quality was key. Queer itself can be 

thought of as improvisation outside normal categories and has an anticipatory quality 

in its application. Tuhkanen calls for queer ‘to precipitate futurities that are not 

dialectical repetitions of the past,’ and further that ‘queerness is also a name for 

improvisation across extant categories.’342 The dominant extant categories at play in 

Northern Ireland are of an ethnosectarian nature, and our queer project was to cut across 

them, to counter their continued domination of identitarian construction in the province; 

to close down the past from repeating itself. It was important to explore these 

categorical differences in each of our queer experiences as we came from a 

Catholic/working-class/republican background (myself) a Protestant/working- 

class/loyalist background (Crawford), and a Catholic/rural/middle-class background

341 Annemarie Matzke, ‘Performing Games: How to be Cast as a Forced Entertainment Performer - 
Seven Hypotheses,’ in Not even a Game Anymore, The Theatre of Forced Entertainment, ed. by Judith 
Helmer and Florian Malzacher, (Berlin: Alexander Verlag Berlin, 2004) pp. 169-81 (p. 181).
34~ Mikko Tuhkanen, ‘Queer Guerrillas,’ in Missis-sippi Quarterly, 61.4 (2008), 615-42 (p. 620).
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(Boyd). Themes of community and the erotics of bodies in queer spaces alongside 

disallowance, surveillance, and violence appeared again and again (explored more 

below and in the following chapter). Between each rehearsal, and each public 

performance iteration I adapted the improvisations into a more fully realised script that 

dealt with the emergent themes and added reference to further subjects that I wanted to 

tackle. The dramaturgical strands that developed were autobiographical (memory 

driven), documentary (from a new perspective), metaphorical (object driven), 

scenographic (queering spatial engagement), and spectatorial (audience driven). These 

strands will be explored in detail below.

Using this dynamic cyclical methodology of interview, improvisation, critique 

and restrategisation outlined here, an iterative operation over three cycles developed. 

The first work-in-progress showing of some scenes was in the Brian Friel Centre for 

Theatre Research at Queen’s University for the Pick ‘N’ Mix Festival in June 2011. 

The second more fully formed presentation was on the Belfast Barge at the 

OUTBURST Queer Arts Festival in November 2011. The final full production was as 

part of the Belfast Pride Festival in July/August 2012; it also toured to Colaiste Feirste 

as part of Feile An Phobail and to the Courtyard Theatre in Newtownabbey that August. 

After each iteration of the cycle, feedback was sought in the form of audience 

questionnaires and post show discussions. The post show discussions were informal in 

iterations one and two but in the last iteration these were recorded and transcribed in 

Appendix II. The audience questionnaires from all three iterations were transcribed in 

Appendix III. At each stage the feedback affected how the production developed to 

some extent, and in the last iteration the feedback helped to assess the sociocultural 

impact of the endeavour.
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DRAG in Performance:

A fourth wall is created, criticised, and torn down again. History is 

mixed with the quotidian. Wherever pathos is threatening to take over, 

the ridiculous is not far away.343

The audience are packed in around a small raised black dais stage; eight foot 

square. The dais is topped with a white cubic framework eight feet high, wide and deep. 

The spectators have each been asked to write a queer devotion on a small piece of black 

paper, which they have placed on the stage. It joins hundreds of other pieces of black 

paper already there. To the right at the back of the white framework is a small white 

table with a lit dressing room mirror on it and a video camera. To the left is a white 

chair. Hanging from the centre of the frame is a very large light bulb and in front of that 

a microphone stand. There is a disembodied voice retching and seeking forgiveness. 

The large pile of black paper pieces at the back of the chair shakes and a figure emerges 

as if born from the paper. He is holding the microphone and continues his apologies. 

He stands cruciform accepting his responsibility. The coat of black paper falls away to 

reveal a fully naked figure. He turns and addresses us directly, looking at each audience 

member in turn. He is bruised and beaten.

343 Gerald Siegmund, ,‘The Dusk of Language: The Violet Hour in the Theatre,’ in Not even a Game 
Anymore, The Theatre of Forced Entertainment, ed. by Judith Helmer and Florian Malzacher, (Berlin: 
Alexander Verlag Berlin. 2004) pp. 207-19 (p. 217).

153



He confronts the audience with the idea that what he is about to say is not his 

story; has ‘fuck all to do with’ him. He covers his bruises with make-up and his genitals 

with briefs. He dons a balaclava, which appears from beneath the paper at the front of 

the stage and he kneels in communal confession of all ‘our sins.’ He sits and begins to 

apply further make up, shading and contouring his features in silence. All the while he 

flirts with the audience through the camera beside the mirror. The camera’s feed is 

projected onto the black back wall of the space, providing a large image of his face 

staring out across the room. He puts on a small vest with a skeletal design; a framework 

too. He panics and pulls a gun on the audience calling them ‘freaks.’ He launches into 

a story about his sister ‘who is crazy.’ Xylophone music accelerates under a drug- 

fuelled fantasy encounter between the sister and the paramilitaries above the local club. 

He turns up the lighting with a dimmer switch fixed to the white framework.

^44 Drawing by the author of DRAG set design, September 2011.
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Disparaging the theatrical setting around him, he pulls down the skeletal vest

transforming it into a dress.

He returns to the mirror and eulogises about his beautiful mother while applying 

more make up, and false eyelashes. He recounts childhood memories of school, 

bullying and terrorist bombs; alongside a growing realisation about his queer sexuality. 

He reaches through the white framework to the audience, making a spectator stand and 

don another balaclava that he has produced from beneath the paper at the back. He 

recalls his own violence to others and the consequences that he could never have known 

by making the audience member perform as his school-friend. He returns to the mirror 

and addresses the camera with an ode to silence, which explores the serial killer of 

prejudice and bigotry within all humanity. The ode becomes a self-deprecating joke 

and culminates with a jibe at the avant-garde theatre audience itself. He finishes his 

lipstick, dons a wig, and finds the red stilettos to wear beneath more paper. The 

performer is now ‘trans’formed. She excitedly narrates the story of the weekly trip, 

dodging burning vehicles and scouting soldiers at checkpoints, to get to the queer club 

in the city centre. Behind the bouncer whose face appears at the little window in the

345 Drawing by the author of DRAG costume design, September 2011.
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door of the club, she is finally at home with her people; in their queer space. She 

magically produces a skirt from her handbag, ties the puffball net tutu around her waist 

and jumps off the dais onto the lap of an audience member. She asks for the club music 

to be turned down for a serious moment of reflection on how they queerly reimagined 

their community together there. Then she wants to dance, so jumping back on stage she 

suddenly flicks a switch, which illuminates a string of lights hidden among the net skirt. 

She meets ‘Him’ there, from the other side with a Celtic knot tattoo; gorgeous. She 

brightens the hanging light bulb with another switch attached to the set, as his eyes 

alight on her with a ‘tranny gaze.’ She is in love.

Jumping forward in time she pulls a miniature accordion from beneath the paper to sing 

‘The Ballad of the Closeted Freedom Fighter,’ which recounts their passionate 

relationship in song. Her lover is arrested for murder, imprisoned, released as part of 

the peace process and becomes an assembly member of the devolved government; 

remaining in the closet all the while.

346 Image from video of Divided, Radical And Gorgeous, Paul Boyd performing, 2012.

156



Back in the club she looks around at all her wonderful queer people dancing. 

She needs to explain the different types of ‘gays’ to the audience. She moves the 

microphone stand front and centre and adjusts the spotlight for maximum effect. The 

list accelerates through gay, lesbian and hi; past queer and trans; through the deeply 

closeted and hypocritical homophobes in denial, to a climactic anger with any kind of 

pigeonholing of identities. Exasperated she falls back into the paper mourning those 

who were not even on her radar, who might be lonely and desperate. The final piece of 

paper is a letter from her closeted freedom fighter ending their on/off relationship; he 

is ‘nailing the closet door shut from the inside.’ Proudly the performer pulls off the wig 

and dons the final balaclava, resplendent with diamante flames from the eyeholes and 

hanging crystal teardrops, all topped with a Mohawk hairdo. The performer belts out 

the defiant queer punk anthem ‘Divided, Radical, And Gorgeous,’ singing the queer 

community will no longer be invisible; their voice is here to be counted!

347 Image from video of Divided, Radical And Gorgeous, Paul Boyd performing, 2012.
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The Antisocial Turn: A Call to Praxis.

The queer agency possibilities of the antisocial turn through counterhegemonic 

‘punk pugilism’ was examined in my praxis, through a kind of performative drag 

terrorism using the ‘semiotic warfare [...] known as queering.’349 Homophobia could 

be seen as a deep-seated, extreme aversion, or ‘terror,’ at play in the religio- 

conservative state of Northern Ireland, reinforced both by the dominance of the 

Catholic church on the republican side and most Protestant churches and some unionist 

political parties on the loyalist side.350 Members of the DUP, the largest political party

^48 Punk drag terrorist image created by the author of Trudy Scrumptious from initial image workshop 
May 10lh 2011: photographer Simon Crawford.
349 Elizabeth Freeman, Time Binds: Queer Temporalities, Queer Histories, (London: Duke University 
Press, 2010), p. xiv.
•3 CQ

Marian Duggan in Queering Conflict: Examining Lesbian and Gay Experiences of Homophobia 
and Northern Ireland, (Farnham: Ashgate, 2012) points out that this is primarily a manipulation of 
some prejudiced anti-gay members of the political leadership, but not necessarily views held by the 
majority of the wider population in the province.
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which holds the position of First Minister of the province, regularly appear in the media 

calling homosexuality an abomination, and have always voted against equality 

legislation that favours gay citizens, citing the defence of ‘normal’ family values. A 

sexual orientation strategy for Northern Ireland, which seeks to protect the LGBT 

community, that was first on the devolved assembly’s agenda in 2007 has yet to receive 

public consultation let alone be published some nine years later, largely due to the 

blocking tactics of conservative unionist members of the assembly; again mostly DUP.

A queer counterpublic in performance might be seen to critique this constructed 

‘terror’ of the non-heteronormative for a socio-political purpose; a kind of ‘counter’- 

terrorism through performance. I would propose this critical and emancipatory impetus 

is at the heart of any queer theatrical intervention in the conservative aspects of 

Northern Irish culture. My intention was to create an act of disruption from the 

counterpublic stage of my praxis that explored some hidden queer lives in the province. 

I proposed that revealing the radical cross-community project of queerness during the 

conflict could also depathologise marginalised desires, actions and identities in 

Northern Ireland. As a bifurcation this would also expose some of the processes and 

power discourses that resulted in the creation of perceived societal norms, most notably 

the dysfunctional (often hypocritical) ethno-nationalist norms. As David Cregan posits 

in his queer theory analysis of Frank McGuinness’s Carthaginians, ‘to subvert 

traditional gender roles, but just as significantly, to engage volatile aspects of Northern 

Irish cultural/political assumptions which solidify sectarian divisions.’ 351 

Carthaginian's Dido provided the catalyst for this gender subversion in his play within

331 David Cregan. Frank McGuinness’s Dramaturgy of Difference and the Irish Theatre (New York: 
Peter Lang. 2011), p.138.
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a play The Burning Balaclava,’ and also provided the jumping off point for DRAG to 

question these assumptions (examined later).

As previously outlined, queer theory operates as a poststructuralist paradigm 

that antagonises the gender binary in any cultural analysis, but in a Northern Irish 

context it may also be seen to disrupt the dominant ethnosectarian binary. An effective 

counter hegemonic antagonism that disrupts any identity binaries is the call of many 

queer Irish theorists. Noreen Giffney insists that it should be an active methodology, an 

analytical verb rather than a noun. Queer perhaps must be seen to be done, and in an 

Irish context she calls for it to ‘deal adequately with how sexuality and gender intersect 

with other facets of our identities: race, ethnicity, nationality, (dis)ability, age, class and 

religious affiliation’ and for it to ‘reach[ing] out across a chasm of assumptions, 

misunderstanding and oppositional political persuasion.’352 Giffney’s call can be 

usefully framed in the Northern Irish context in that she sees it activated at a point of 

conflict between identity categories and identifications using ‘a power to challenge (if 

not always successfully subvert) all norms relating to (desirous) identity.’353 Kathryn 

Conrad imagines the community that this activated queer counterpublic proposes 

beyond the North’s two communities rhetoric, through challenging the political status 

quo. The state itself is in flux during this period of conflict transformation and the queer 

counterpublic’s emancipatory potential, Conrad proposes, can be orientated against 

these shifting ‘values and discourses that structure what passes for a dominant 

public.’ 354 Kitchin and Lysaght also highlight that the ‘peace process has offered

"I c "5

Noreen Giffney, ‘Quare Theory’, in Irish Postmodernisms and Popular Culture, ed. by Wanda 
Balzano, Anne Mulhall and Moynagh Sullivan. (New York: Palgrave 2007), pp. 197-209 (p. 201).
353 Ibid., p. 200.
354 Kathryn Conrad, ‘Queering Community: Reimagining the Public Sphere in Northern Ireland’, 
Critical Review of International Social and Political Philosophy, 9.4 (2006), 589-602 (p. 596).
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opportunities to challenge and destabilise hegemonic moral conservatism.’355 I propose 

the moral conservatism inherent in the public sphere of Northern Ireland can be usefully 

challenged across a continuum of queer interventions and identities, beyond the 

homonormative stricture of the marginalised single identity ‘gay box.’ Duggan 

recognises the difficulty of this ongoing project, though ‘the continuing work of queer 

politics and theory is to open up possibilities for coalition across barriers of class, race, 

and gender:’ and I would add sectarian segregation, ‘to somehow satisfy the 

paradoxical necessity of recognizing differences, while producing (provisional) 

unity.’356

The different queer voices within the narrative of DRAG and the different 

experiences of the some five hundred audience members over the three iterations are 

recognised in the multifarious responses and interventions within the spatiotemporal 

unity of each performance event. Mark Fleishman has theorised that we should 

understand

the difference of performance as a mode of research, its refusal of binaries 

(body-mind, theory-practice, space-time, subject-object), its radical openness, 

its multiplicities, its unrepresentability, its destabilization of all pretentions to 

fixity and determination.357

My research through performance followed Fleishman’s radically open agenda in an 

attempt to unlock a new way to examine queer in Northern Ireland and evaluate its

355 Rob Kitchin and Karen Lysaght, ‘Sexual Citizenship in Belfast, Northern Ireland,’ in Gender, 
Place and Culture: A Journal of Feminist Geography, 11.1 (2004), 83-103 (p. 99).
356 Lisa Duggan, ‘Making It Perfectly Queer,’ in Sex Wars: Sexual Dissent and Political Culture, 
(London: Routledge, 1995) pp. 155-72 (p. 170).
357 Mark Fleishman, ‘The difference of Performance as Research’, Theatre Research International, 37 
(2012), 28-37 (p. 32).
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attendant counter-cultural force. The refusal of binaries in performance research is also 

a primary function of the queer theory paradigm of research. The destabilization of any 

Northern Irish ‘ritualised’ ethnosectarian binary is according to Conrad the task of a 

queer subculture counterpublic, especially since that binary has been ‘reified by the 

Good Friday Agreement,’ 358 which marked the end of the conflict, through its 

institutionalised inscription at Stormont. My practice took up this impetus to explode 

binaries and all identity constructions in Northern Ireland through exploration under a 

local queer lens. I used autobiographical stories in the construction of a queer 

counterpublic neonarrative359 which functioned, as Fintan Walsh espouses, ‘to 

destabilize history, widely accepted truths,’ and ‘agitate[d] at the margins of culture.’360 

This destabilization and agitation is advocated too by Frank McGuinness who sees 

queer theatre as a ‘perfect subversive place for resisting the herd instinct.’361 This tribal 

herd instinct reinforces monolithic narratives of ethno-nationalist identity in Northern 

Ireland. Tom Maguire dissects this in his study of theatre and identity there, proposing 

that

reality and history are continually being assimilated into apparently 

mutually exclusive and monolithic narratives to support opposing

358 Conrad, p. 594.
359 Robyn Stewart provides a useful framework for the construction of a neonarrative as a pluralistic 
approach to research which forms tools for assembling personal accounts that can critique 
contemporary culture. He first outlined this process in "Constructing Neonarratives: a qualitative 
research process for the visual arts,’ in Australian Art Education, 19.3 (1996) 37-47. He further 
explored neonarratives as a tool in ‘Creating New Stories for Praxis: Navigations, Narrations, 
Neonarratives,’ in Practice as Research, Approaches to Creative Arts Enquiry, ed. by Estelle Barrett 
and Barbara Bolt, (London: l.B Tauris, 2007), pp. 123-33.
360 Fintan Walsh ed., Queer Notions: New Plays and Performances from Ireland, (Cork: Cork 
University Press, 2010) pp. 5-6.
361 Ibid., p. 3.
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political positions and in which assertions of truth and authenticity have 

underpinned particular senses of identity.362

The claims to authenticity and truth of the monolithic opposing ‘tribes’ are 

underpinned by extra-theatrical performances relying ‘on public symbols and 

expressions of identity through which the norms and conventions of communal 

membership can be demonstrated, tested and developed.’363 Vincent Quinn highlights 

that these public interventions (such as the marching season) are as much about 

domestic power as they are about state power, ‘simultaneously upholding an ideal of 

masculinity untainted by femininity.’364 The gendered personal and the political are 

continually intertwined in Northern Ireland through processes of identity and 

identifications. Stefanie Lehner, however, suggests there is a post-conflict recalibration 

‘away from previously hegemonic categories, which were often associated with 

aggression, violence and militarization towards alternative subjectivities.’365 I believe 

that this recalibration, though begun, has a long way to go in Northern Ireland politics 

and society (given witness to the angry loyalist flag protests and dissident republican 

activity of recent years366). Any queer subjectivity in performance, such as that in 

DRAG, can only assist this process of recalibration. Lehner goes on to bemoan any

363 Tom Maguire, Making Theatre in Northern Ireland: Through and Beyond the Troubles, (University 
of Exeter Press, Exeter, 2006), p. 18.
363 Ibid., p. 122.
364 Vincent Quinn, ‘On the Borders of Allegiance: Identity Politics in Ulster,’ in De-centring 
Sexualities: Politics and Representation beyond the Metropolis, ed. By R. Phillips, D. Watt, and D. 
Shuttleton, (London: Routledge, 2000), pp. 258-77 (p. 272).
365 Stefanie Lehner, ‘Post-Conflict Masculinities: Filative Reconciliation in Five Minutes of Heaven 
and David Park’s The Truth Commissioner,’ in Irish Masculinities: Reflections on Literature and 
Culture, ed. by Caroline Magennis and Raymond Mullen, (Dublin: Irish Academic Press, 2011), pp. 
65-76 (p. 65).
366 For instance Wallace McDowell examines this working-class social disaffection in his introduction 
to ‘Overcoming Working-Class Ulster Loyalism’s Resistance to Theatricality after the Peace Process,’ 
in Contemporary Theatre Review, 23 (2013), 323-33.
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conflict transformation which ‘reinstall[s] the hegemonic positioning of the 

masculine’367 and further ‘if gender politics are effectively marginalized, ongoing class 

injustices find equally no register or voice.’368 Anne Mulhall agrees that specifically 

queer gender politics has ‘great potential as a space of cross-class, cross-ethnic contact 

in a broader social atmosphere of acute anxiety about such intersection.’369 It is at this 

intersection of acute anxiety that my queer praxis took root; I strived for an anti- 

essentialist, anti-assimilationist attitude in its methodology that crossed spaces between 

class, sectarian and gender politics.

I also followed, for example, R. Anthony Slagle’s proposal that ‘queers are not 

interested in assimilating seamlessly into an unchanged mainstream.’370 Through their 

ethnic queer slant, Slagle, Matzke and Munoz offer transferable models of queer that 

can be activated against the ethnosectarian background of the Northern Irish situation. 

Returning to the idea of drag ‘terrorism’, Munoz sees drag as a methodology critical of 

the kind of hyper-masculinity at play in Northern Ireland, ‘a call to disengage from 

masculine gender in an effort to rethink the social form within an expansive political 

frame, one that understands the structuring force of gender within the socio-politico 

realm.’371 Breaking open this gendered structuring force through showing its crippling 

effect on alternative socio-political possibilities has been the ancillary project of

367 Stefanie Lehner, ‘Post-Conflict Masculinities: Filative Reconciliation in Five Minutes of Heaven 
and David Park’s The Truth Commissioner,' in Irish Masculinities: Reflections on Literature and 
Culture, ed. by Caroline Magennis and Raymond Mullen, (Dublin: Irish Academic Press, 2011), pp. 
65-76 (p. 67).
368 Ibid., p. 74.
^69 Anne Muhall, ‘Camping up the Emerald Aisle: ‘Queerness’ in Irish Popular Culture’, in Irish 
Postmodernisms and Popular Culture, ed. by Wanda Balzano, Anne Mulhall and Moynagh Sullivan, 
(New York: Palgrave 2007), pp. 210-23 (p.214).
•37Q

R. Anthony Slagle, ‘Queer Criticism and Sexual Normativity’, Journal of Homosexuality, 45.2-4 
(2003), 129-146 (p. 136).
371 Jose Esteban Munoz, ‘Queer Theatre, Queer Theory,’ in The Queerest Art: Essays on Lesbian and 
Gay Theater, ed. by Alisa Solomon and Framji Minwalla, (New York: New York University Press, 
2002), pp. 227-46 (p. 236).
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contemporary drag in Northern Ireland (alongside escapist entertainment as examined 

in the Chapter Three). My queer Northern Irish drag performance piece then should sit 

in Halberstam’s ‘bleak and angry territory of the antisocial turn,’ 372 shattering 

identities and reframing the political beyond a masculanised norm entrenched in the 

monolithic tribal scenario; going much further than the humorous fondle of artifice 

established in the gay cabaret circuit. Most importantly, real queer and cross-dressed 

memories added autobiographical weight to this performed historiographical twist.

Dissident Memories, Troubling Identities.

The creation of DRAG was primarily influenced by the queer memories of 

myself, my performers and other queer interviewees such as writers, actors and theatre- 

makers (as outlined above and in Appendix IVa). David Cregan analyses this particular 

kind of remembering stating that ‘queer memory is transformative as it seeks to 

destabilise the solidification of any particular version of the past. It offers a self- 

reflective and socially challenging voice in the midst of memory formation, queering 

marginalized memory as well as memory of the dominant.'373 In the formation of recent 

Northern Irish history masculine identity concerns dominate, as mentioned above. 

Kitchin and Lysaght claim that what passes for the dominant, in terms of identity, ‘is 

forged through militaristic and fraternal associations [which] tends to create 

hypermasculine relations that privilege heterosexuality.’ 374 A queering of history

XJ! Judith Halberstam, The Queer Art of Failure (Durham: Duke University Press, 2011), p. 110.
373

David Cregan, ‘Remembering to Forget: Queer Memory and the New Ireland,’ in Memory Ireland, 
ed. by Oona Frawley, (Syracuse: Syracuse University Press, 2010), pp. 184-94 (p.193).
374 Rob Kitchin and Karen Lysaght, ‘Sexual Citizenship in Belfast, Northern Ireland,’ in Gender, 
Place and Culture: A Journal of Feminist Geography, 11.1 (2004), 83-103 (p. 91). Fraternal 
associations such as Loyal Orders (mostly Protestant) and Gaelic Associations (mostly Catholic).
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through the uncovering of marginalized narratives of identity and their relation to the 

dominant can offer a subversive resistance that yearns for a transformed public, beyond 

a problematic, heterosexual privilege.

My approach, outlined earlier, to the queer methodologies of my critical 

framework is anchored by a slippage between the sexual and social meanings of the 

word ‘queer’. Its slipperiness means that a queer position can sometimes be seen as 

theoretically and practically unattainable. Bryant Alexander sees this slipperiness 

somewhat as an asset, through ‘disbursing sexual binary divides and exploring 

queerness in social texts, to anti-assimilationist rhetoric and resistance to regimes of 

the normal.'1'15 Queer theatre-makers’ duty is, as I see it, to resist and subvert this 

regime of the normal. In Northern Ireland this has a special impetus given the hyper- 

masculinised destructive ‘norms’ at play. In his analysis of contemporary queer theatre, 

Greer outlines this imperative as

[...] a model of queer performance not merely as alternative operating 

outside of or in opposition to normative, mainstream cultural 

discourses, but as a process of working the weaknesses within that 

norm.376

The weaknesses in the norm of the socio-political structures in Northern Ireland are 

only too obvious. Its conservative binarised public discourse is an example of the kind 

of public for which John P. Elia would employ queer theory ‘to interrogate, challenge,

•37c
Bryant Alexander, ‘Queering Queer Theory Again (or Queer Theory as Drag Performance), 

Journal of Homosexuality, 45.2-4 (2003), 349-52 (p. 350).
376 Stephen Greer, Contemporary British Queer Performance, (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 
2012), p. 33.
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and ultimately eradicate dominant cultural beliefs [...] that heteronormative produces 

[which] are detrimental, and sometimes deadly, to those who are not in the charmed 

circle.'^11 Northern Ireland has produced two competing heteronormative charmed 

circles (unionist and republican) that sit falteringly within the devolved consociational 

assembly, ‘ill-equipped to tackle the more serious challenges that arise from 

inequalities based on class and gender’378 as proposed by Shane O’Neill; their 

functionality being hugely constrained by partisan ethnosectarian political agendas. In 

tackling the dysfunction and inequalities of the dominant cultural beliefs through my 

queer performance praxis, I hoped to activate, according to Walsh, ‘the manner in 

which the homosexual functions as a ‘code-breaker’ within a heterosexual economy of 

gender relations,’ 779 perhaps by ‘emphasizing the connection between troubling 

gender(s) and troubling politics.’ 380 Peter Barry posits that ‘deconstructing the 

hetero/homo dichotomy in this way has radical implications since all such distinctions 

are constructed in the same way’ and ‘to challenge one is to challenge all others too.’381 

The radical implications of a queer counterpublic challenge in the conservative 

Northern Irish political arena are yet to be fully realised.382 My queer performance 

praxis, while located in the marginalized historiography of troubling genders, should 

be future oriented in its reparative ambition.

377 John P. Elia, 'Queering Relationships’, in Journal of Homosexuality, 45.2-4 (2003), 61-86 (p. 82).
378 Shane O’Neill, ‘Recognition, Equality, Difference: Achieving Democracy in Northern Ireland,’ in 
Consociational Theory: McGarry and O’Leary and the Northern Ireland Conflict, ed. by Rupert 
Taylor, (London: Routledge, 2009), pp.87-98 (p. 96).
379 Fintan Walsh, Male Trouble, Masculinity and the Performance of Crisis, (London: Palgrave 
Macmillan, 2008), p. 84.
380 Ibid., pp. 10-11.
381 Peter Barry, Beginning Theory, (Manchester: University of Manchester Press, 1995), p. 144.
38^ rOn a positive note, at the time ot writing there are now three openly gay council members on 
Belfast City Council, taking their seats on April 1st 2015. They are from Sinn Fein, Progressive 
Unionist Party and Ulster Unionist Party. The outgoing mayor of North Down Council from the 
Alliance Party was the first openly gay mayor in Northern Ireland.
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Dido and Me: A cross-dressed autobiographical haunting.

Many theorists, such as Munoz, now talk of queerness as that which is always 

on the horizon - an unachievable futurity - that disrupts any reading of contemporary 

social, cultural and political realities. This look to the horizon is embodied in the closing 

scene of McGuinness’s Carthaginians where Dido is the only person awake and looks 

out as if into the future:

DIDO: While I walk the earth, I walk through you... if I meet one who 

knows you and they ask, how’s Dido? Surviving. How’s Derry? 

Surviving. Carthage has not been destroyed. Watch yourself. ...Play.381

The night has passed and the dawn has arrived and there is hope in the air in this image. 

Dido's direct address to the audience queerly places himself embodied within them, 

walking through them; as if the troubled city has become manifest in the auditorium 

itself. He calls for the music to play at the end, directly cueing the ‘curtain’ marking 

the end of the drama. His agency has broken through the ‘fourth wall’ into the 

spectator’s space and he is now including the audience in his hopeful remembrance, 

calling them to watch themselves; watch each other. McGuinness is making something 

truly queer here in that he is both queerly questioning the territories that might actually 

constitute domains of history and culture itself, but also, as Greer points out, ‘frames 

performance as the means through which alternative or marginalised perspectives 

might be given voice’384 which can then spin out to effect the wider public/culture and

Frank McGuinness, Carthaginians, in Frank McGuinness: Plays 1, (London: Faber and Faber,
1996), p. 379.
184 Stephen Greer, Contemporary British Queer Performance, (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 
2012), p. 99.
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‘describe sites of future resistance and opportunity.’385 My praxis too followed this call 

to give voice to the alternative, marginalised perspectives of the queer community.

Carthaginians is the play most directly related to the conflict in Northern 

Ireland in McGuinness’s body of work and Dido is his most outrageous queer 

protagonist. His cross-gendered shenanigans provided the jumping off point for the 

practice-led portion of my research. In Cartaginians Dido is the only character to have 

a world beyond the stage; his is the life continuing and evolving outside the bleak 

topography of the graveyard setting of the play. My practice approach was initially 

framed by the supposed life of Dido in the offstage world and examined his 

machinations for survival to withstand the disabling forces of a homophobic society in 

conflict.386 Dido’s cross-gendered alter ego Fionnuala McGonigle authors a bizarre 

black comedy called ‘The Burning Balaclava’ in which all the men play women and 

vice versa; a transgendered play-within-a-play which provided a hilarious model of 

subversion of the Northern Irish ethnosectarian models of identity. It dramatized, as 

explored in Chapter Three, the potentials of cross-dressed humour to critically disrupt 

established narratives of the Troubles. Cregan outlines the cross-gender/cross-political 

purposes constructed here by McGuinness ‘as a sexualized metaphor for reaching 

across sectarian division of difference; to metaphorically walk in the shoes of another 

in order to, perhaps, reach new levels of personal and political empathy.’387 The cross- 

dressed/cross-political character of Dido haunts my praxis performance but, more 

importantly, I also used the autobiographical stories of my performer, myself, and 

others in the queer neonarrative construction.

385 Ibid., p. 72.
386 After the initial working staging of the research piece in June 2011, it was decided in consultation
with my then supervisor Anna MacMullan that any direct reference to Dido in the piece would be
problematic in terms of performance rights.
^07

David Cregan, Frank McGuinness’s Dramaturgy of Difference and the Irish Theatre, (New York: 
Peter Lang, 2011), p. 140.
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I imagined Dido’s life, in parallel to my own, given that the character’s fictional 

age when the play premiered was identical to mine. His imagined life outside the 

mourning of the graveyard, interacting with soldiers, priests, paramilitaries, and family 

somewhat mirrored my own experience of the conflict. I also wanted to explore further 

the possible machinations for survival of his cross-dressed alter ego Fionnuala 

McGonigle, subsuming that exploration into my own praxis. Stewart’s definition of 

neonarrative as a bricolage constructed by a reflective researcher to provide a situated 

reconceptualization of the topics investigated^8 was my methodology for this process 

(as proposed above). McGuinness’s character became absorbed into the meshed 

fabrication of the piece. Stewart here proposes that one might join practice with theory 

through autobiography examining ‘a mix of fictional and non-fictional accounts of 

lived experiences over time.’189 The fragments of real autobiographical stories supplied 

the main queer fixing points on which the bricolage was formed, and since a queer 

cross-dressing agency was under examination, a real cross-dressed collaborator was 

essential. I initially worked with Gordon Crawford/Trudy Scrumptious, interviewed for 

my research in Chapter Three, who was interested in the potentials of expanding his 

quirky drag beyond the cabaret stage.

Our initial research collaboration focused on our own experiences of growing 

up gay in Belfast in the Troubles. Deidre Heddon outlines these potentials:

"3 00

Robyn Stewart, ‘Creating New Stories for Praxis: Navigations, Narrations, Neonarratives,’ in 
Practice as Research, Approaches to Creative Arts Enquiry, ed. by Estelle Barrett and Barbara Bolt, 
(London: I.B Tauris, 2007), pp. 123-33.
389 Ibid., p. 129.
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Autobiographical performances provide a way to talk out, talk back, 

talk otherwise. Here the marginalised subject can literally take centre

stage.390

Autobiography in performance gives marginalised identities a counter hegemonic 

voice, which allows the telling of our own queer stories in our own queer way. As 

mentioned previously there is the notion that truly queer theatre is made through the 

direct and personal exposition of queer theatre-makers.391 In Northern Ireland such 

counter hegemonic voices obviously ‘transgressjes] and stretch[es] the boundaries of 

identity categories’ beyond the usual binary at play, here following Silvia Antosa’s 

theory that ‘[q]ueer is (dis)located in the in-between spaces of identities in order to 

subvert the very idea of a coherent subjectivity.’392 This queer in-between space of 

identities is an important theoretical desegregated space in Northern Ireland. Munoz 

unpicks this idea on an incoherent subjectivity further:

Minority, diasporic, and exiled subjects recalibrate the protocols of 

selfhood by insisting on the radical hybridity of the self, on the fact 

that a self is not a normative citizen or even a coherent whole, but 

instead a hybrid that contains disparate and even contradictory 

associations, identifications, and disidentifications.393

390 Deidre Heddon, Autobiography and Performance, (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2008), p. 3.
391 For instance see Lawrence Senelick in ‘The Queer Root of Theater,’ in, The Queerest Art: Essays 
on Lesbian and Gay Theater, ed. by Framji Min walla and Alisa Solomon, (New York: New York 
University Press, 2002), pp. 21-39.
-IQ9

Antosa, Silvia, Queer Crossings, Theories, Bodies, Texts, (Mimesis Edizioni, Milan, 2012), p. 9. 
393 Jose Esteban Munoz ‘Queer Theatre, Queer Theory: Luis Alfaro’s Cuerpo Politizado,’ 
in The Queerest Art: Essays on Lesbian and Gay Theater, ed. by Framji Minwalla and Alisa Solomon, 
(New York: New York University Press, 2002), pp. 227-46 (p. 233).
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The marginalized narratives of performers, director, and other homosexual 

interviewees in my practice were conflated to queer any fixed notion of identification 

in the construction of the neonarrative. The autobiographical infrastructure thus 

assembled would then contain these disparate and contradictory subjectivities (notable 

in the fluid approach to use of pronouns in the script of DRAG explored later). Many 

homosexual people left the province during the Troubles,394 and their diasporic 

standpoint was hopefully reflected in my own contribution as a returning exiled 

Northern Irish queer. Indeed queerness itself can provide a distanced platform of 

critique, according to David Halperin, in that its position outside a social world defined 

by heteronorms offers an ‘acutely conscious consciousness,’ which through its 

‘reprocessing of personal and social experience turns out to be productive.’39'’ The 

queer experience in Northern Ireland, can offer a doubly marginalised396 voice for 

reprocessing the diversity of the social for, as Duggan says, to ‘truly move towards and 

remain, within a ‘post-conflict’ framework, then all facets and identities must be 

included so as to recognise the true diversity of contemporary societies.’397

394 Marian Duggan proposes that ‘migration proved to be an important aspect in many lesbians’ and 
gay men’s lives, allowing them the physical and mental space to come to terms with themselves and 
the potential hostility they would face as a result of their sexual identity,’ which is true of LGBT 
experiences outside NI as well, but this is complicated by a Troubles framing in the province, 
mentioned in Queering Conflict: Examining Lesbian and Gay Experiences of Homophobia and 
Northern Ireland, (Farnham: Ashgate, 2012), p. 134.
•3QC

' David M. Halperin, How to be Gay, (Cambridge: The Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 
2012), p. 454.
396 Doubly marginalised in that it sits both outside heteronormativity and outside segregation.
'IQ'7

Marian Duggan in Queering Conflict: Examining Lesbian and Gay Experiences of Homophobia 
and Northern Ireland, (Farnham: Ashgate, 2012), p. 144.
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Dramaturgy, Form and Engagement.

In this chapter I have looked at various models (including Irish and ethnic 

models) of theorising queer identity and its activism. In placing these theories alongside 

my performative research through an iterative process over three cycles39* I hoped to 

build a praxis that provided new insight on the specific agency of queer identities in 

performance in Northern Ireland. I was especially interested in exploring the place 

between identities that cross-dressed queer characters can occupy phenomenologically 

on stage. Using my rehearsal and its resultant performance as a theatrical research 

platform, I explored queer hidden histories, tested a queer performative agency and 

exposed its desegregating possibilities. This process was punctuated by work-in- 

progress showings of scenes and short sections under development, allowing more 

focused periods of analysis both internal and external. I used the dynamic cyclical 

methodology of interview, improvisation, critique and restrategisation outlined in my 

praxis methodology to form the iterative operation. Appendix III details the responses 

of audience members at each stage of the work-in-progress showings of the various 

initial scenes presented. For instance one of the first sections I worked on was the 

background of Dido’s offstage impetus to start work on his play within a play, in 

various stages of drag, exploring how and why he takes on the drag persona, from his 

early childhood to coming out. It became apparent that watching the process of applying 

drag make up was critical to the audience’s engagement with the highest approval rating 

of any scene that was work-shopped.

398 The first presentation was as part of the Pick’N’Mix Festival at the Brian Friel Theatre in Queen’s 
university, Belfast on 18lh and 19th June 2011. The second presentation was as part of OUTBURST 
Queer Arts Festival at The Belfast Barge, Lanyon Quay on 17,h and 18lh November 2011. The third and 
finished production was premiered as part of Belfast Pride Festival at The Belfast Barge on 31s' July 
and 1st August, as part of Feile An Phobail at Colaiste Feirste on the Falls Road on 3rd August, and The 
Courtyard Theatre in Ballyearl, Newtonabbey on 6lh August, all 2012.
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- Contributed to the theme of ‘masking’ your identity.

- Amazing camera work - loved the use of projection.

- Sets up connection with audience.

- A beautiful ritual [...] protecting from brutal things in the world.394

The other scenes that had very positive audience feedback over the iterative process 

included the long list of different types of gays (queerly usurping any restrictive 

identitarian categories) and the ballad of the closeted freedom fighter. It was clear from 

the audience feedback that more experimental/less traditionally-narrativised 

dramaturgies were successful in getting to the nub of the queer project I was 

disseminating.

On a touchy subject, but enjoyed bringing our history into the act - 

very relevant.

Kept me wondering where you were taking us “counting differences 

-Yes.

Hilarious and completely relatable.400

I refined and engineered a more targeted approach to the final iteration in response to 

the audience questionnaires, but also importantly in relation to my collaborators and 

academic feedback. I then framed this methodology through five dramaturgical strands 

of approach that crystallised during the development processes: 1.)Autobiographical 

(memory driven), 2.)Neonarrative/Documentary (from a new perspective),

399 Appendix III, p. Ixiv and p. Ixviii.
400 Appendix III, p. Ixv, p.lxvi and p. Ixix.

174



3.)Metaphor/Metonymy (object driven), 4.) Obscenography (queering the perspective 

of observation) and 5.) Spectatorial/Community Engagement (audience driven).

1.) Autobiography/Memory

Theatre offers a forum for processes of remembering - the retelling and 

re-experiencing of stories and events - that are yet never exactly the 

same: not only is each performance repeated with a difference, but 

memory itself also changes on stage; it can be debated and also 

transformed. For the context of the Northern Irish Peace Process, such 

a re-remembering could initiate the constitution of a new beginning, 

which is neither founded on a politics of forgetting nor replicates the 

terms and divisions that marked the past. Instead, the performative 

invocation of a ‘we’- the ‘not yet’ community that is always fragile and 

contingent and always in a state of becoming- could take place as a 

precondition for a process of ‘political reconciliation.401

Stefanie Lehner’s call for a transformative theatrical intervention to process any socio

political reconciliation could be seen as a utopian performative, but a continued 

intervention (as explored in Chapter Two) on all cultural fronts by numerous 

practitioners, including queer ones, has been the ongoing project of Northern Irish 

theatre throughout and beyond the conflict. A primary aim in my praxis is to analyse 

the value of individual queer memories in performance and their ability to disrupt and 

challenge any culturally encoded scripts or ethnosectarian discourses in Northern Irish

401 Stefanie Lehner, ‘Transformative Aesthetics: Between Remembrance and Reconciliation in 
Contemporary Northern Irish Theatre,’ in Contemporary Theatre Review, 23.3 (2013), 278-90 (p. 281).
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society; to recognise the contingent ‘not-yet’ queermunity as an exemplar of 

change. Their ‘not-yetness’ that Lehner describes carealised in part through an 

uncovering of the alternative engagement with history^d by the queer community. 

Michael Carklin offers a useful comparative from ludy of post conflict South 

African theatre:

[...] the past is constituted of me narratives and diverse 

experiences, but that additionally, it co; of those narratives that are 

never told, perhaps through secrecy, ps through marginalisation. 

This then brings us back to theatrical eology and the possibilities 

of theatre to probe such a past.402

An archaeological exploration of autobiographical stos especially important when 

working with queer identity on stage because theret be a ‘symbiosis between 

performer’s private lives and sensibilities and the peiance. Queer theatre cannot 

be created from without: the status of its creator as “c’ within a “straight” society 

is, at some level, its raw material.’403 By framing Sems definition of queer theatre 

within Carklin’s notion of theatrical archaeology 1 hto expose in my practice a 

hidden historiography of queer identity in Northern Id that located it at a crucial 

locus of desegregation. As Conrad proposes the Noi Irish queer counterpublic 

gestures ‘toward new ways of organising and legitirr public discourse,’ beyond, 

‘the “two community” rhetoric.’404 Making this deseted identity visible through

402 Michael Carklin, ‘Dramatic Excavations & Theatrical Explcs: Faustus, Ubu & Post- 
Apartheid South African Theatre,’ in African Literature Today,. ed. by Eldred Durosimi Jones, 
and Marjorie Jones, pp. 23-33 (p. 28).
403 Lawrence Senelik in ‘The Queer Root of Theater,’ in, The Qt Art: Essays on Lesbian and 
Gay Theater, ed. by Framji Minwalla and Alisa Solomon, (New New York University Press, 
2002), pp. 21-39 (p. 21).
404 Kathryn Conrad, ‘Queering Community: Reimagining the Ptphere in Northern Ireland’, 
Critical Review of International Social and Political Philosophy2006), 589-602 (p. 600).
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this process followed a model espoused by David Roman in his study of queer agency 

in solo performance where

autobiography fits into the model of identity politics on which lesbian 

and gay liberation is founded. In other words, autobiography is perhaps 

the most immediately understood form of queer self-representation, and 

it is also often part of a larger collective and ongoing process of 

revisionist history. Its premise is generally based on a certain political 

investment in visibility;405

The political project of queer visibility constructed through (re)presentation of memory 

involves a negotiation between private and public selves as the two spheres of 

engagement have been often diverged, involving a friction centred around the 

intersections of queer experiences of ‘coming out’ with a quotidian performativity of 

gender. All gay men and lesbians have at some point ‘performed’ a heterosexual 

normativity. This heteronormative engagement was doubly obfuscated in Northern 

Ireland with the added complication of a sectarian framework that demanded 

negotiation. Queer people will especially realise that this performance of selfhood is 

always ‘dynamic and contingent’ and ‘helps inform and shape our understanding of 

identity and community.’406 In Northern Ireland this is both a sectarian and a gendered 

identitarian project which can result in the loss of a unified subject position. Through a 

collage of autobiographical memories in DRAG this loss of a unified subject position 

was highlighted with a continual interchanging of pronouns in the script. In shifting

405 David Roman, ‘O Solo Homo: An Introductory Conversation,’ in O Solo Homo: The New Queer 
Performance, ed. by Holly Hughes and David Roman, (New York: Grove Press, 1998), p. 4.
406 Ibid., p. 5.

177



from ‘I’ to ‘she’ to ‘he’ to ‘we’ the performance unsettled any fixed subjectivity, also 

allowing the audience viewpoint to shift from story to story, and within its temporal 

framework, showing that ‘identity has its limits, not least in the fact that it never seems 

to coincide with the incoherences, the ambivalences and the gaps out of which we make 

ourselves.’4"7 Richard Kirkland’s study of the parodic nature of the identitarian project 

in Northern Ireland would subsume a queer identity within his notion of non-aligned or 

dissenting positions, which can ‘foreground^] a shared cultural inheritance through the 

attempt to look beyond what are assumed to be inflexible sectarian polarities.’408

In the presentation of a dissenting collection of memories in DRAG there would 

hopefully emerge a queer identity as a free-floating agent between such inflexible 

positions; anti-sectarian in its ethos and reparative in its ambition. The tapestry of 

molly-coddled boys, psychic sisters, bullying youths and nightclubbing punks etc. were 

variously positioned against surrounding hegemonic figures representing the state, 

paramilitary organisations, and the church. This anti-essentialist identitarian 

assemblage of autobiographical snippets was targeting the hegemonic hold of these 

organisations. The memories of violence were manifest in the disembodied list of serial 

killers, where ridiculous fictional crimes and non-fictional horrifying crimes were 

imbricated culminating in the direct implication of the audience as both victims and 

accomplice; the serial killer being the prejudice and bigotry lurking within humanity 

(examined further in Chapter Five).409 Admittedly the construction of this tapestry of 

memories into the multi-valent constructed biography of the protagonist in DRAG was 

dependent on the intuitive subjectivities that provided the raw material. This very

407 Richard Kirkland, Identity Parades: Northern Irish Culture and Dissident Subjects, (Liverpool: 
Liverpool University Press, 2002), p. I.
408

409
Ibid., p. 131.
See pages 5 and 6 of Appendix I.
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contingency of diverse elaborated and factual memories invoked as testimony to a gay 

life led through the Troubles may provide a proficient hypostasize which usefully 

embodies this queering project. Another South African practitioner, William Kentridge, 

‘explains that “things that at the time seem whimsical, incidental, inauthentic” 

occasionally may be trusted to provide entry to the heart of one’s material.’410 This 

became apparent during the rehearsal improvisation processes mentioned previously, 

where moments of humour appeared serendipitously alongside serious considerations. 

One example being the long list of gay identities, which lampooned the various 

homophobic and closeted actions of some members of government; another was the 

stinging accordion accompanied ballad which performed murder as song sheet. The 

accordion along with the balaclava offered metaphors resonant with the ethnosectarian 

conflict in Northern Ireland, scrutinised later. Yael Farber proposes ‘harness[ing] the 

power of poetry, metaphor and song to craft together theatre texts that bear witness to 

actual lived experience.’411 This stitching together of biographical performative 

elements through poetic and metaphorical methods can offer an oblique or queer angle 

(as Ahmed proposed412) to spin any engagement with the source material. Poetry, song 

and metaphor were engaged in the autobiographical bricolage that made up the 

neonarrative of DRAG offering a kind of antirealist form. Freeman posits that ‘truly 

queer queers negate forms, and that formalism... isn’t very queer.’413 My anti-formalist 

approach resulted in the formation of a queer neonarrative.

410 Michael Godby, "William Kentridge: Retrospective’, Arr 7o«r«a/. 58.3 (1999), 74-85 (p. 81).
411 Farber, Yael, Theatre As Witness: Three testimonial plays from South Africa (London: Oberon 
Books, 2008), p. 10.
412 Sara Ahmed, Queer Phenomenlogy, (Durham: Duke University Press, 2006) p. 161.
413 Elisabeth Freeman, ‘Still after’ in After Sex? On Writing since Queer Theory, ed. by Janet Halley 
and Andrew Parker (Durham: Duke University Press, 2011), pp. 27-33 (p. 30).
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2.) Neonarrative/Documentary Theatre

A new story (neonarrative) is constructed when the processes that 

inform the conditions under investigation are theorised and 

reconceptualised. To do this requires a plurality of approaches designed 

to enable such a reconceptualization. This bricolage of approaches is 

then situated by information gathered from the field. This information 

may be gathered from history or theory books and articles, personal 

journals, letters, artworks, catalogues, conversations, observations and 

other sources.414

Stewart outlines a methodology which can easily absorb the queer anti-formalist call of 

Freeman and offered me a technique to collage the story line of DRAG from interview, 

theory, and articles centred on real queer identities in Northern Ireland as well as 

existing queer dramas and narratives (such as Carthaginians). This reconceptualisation 

of a particular Northern Irish queerness on stage would provide a reflective real-life 

(multi-lives) chronicle, which stabilised the slipperiness of the concept of queer under 

a local lens. Its multi-voiced narratology developed ‘a plausible meaning-giving 

account that blends the personal histories of the people concerned with the social 

histories of their field. This is a process that theorises praxis.,4IS

My practice approach was informed by the practice of contemporary avant- 

garde theatre companies, such as Forced Entertainment mentioned earlier, and 

especially by the documentary style theatre of Rimini Protokoll. Their ‘theatre of the

414 Robyn Stewart, ‘Creating New Stories for Praxis: Navigations, Narrations, Neonarratives,’ in 
Practice as Research, Approaches to Creative Arts Enquiry, ed. by Estelle Barrett and Barbara Bolt, 
(London: I.B Tauris. 2007). pp. 123-33 (p. 131).
415 Ibid., p. 130.

180



everyday life’ utilises real people as performers on stage, exposing and remixing their 

own real life stories to extraordinary effect, ‘as such the self-preservation of individual 

people is not necessarily an aesthetic procedure, rather a life and survival practice.’416 

I initially followed Protokoll’s practice by working with Belfast drag queen Trudy 

Scrumptious (Gordon Crawford) whose cabaret mode of performance influenced the 

foundational practice research improvisation (mentioned earlier). For the third stage of 

my practice I worked with gay Northern Irish professional actor, Paul Boyd, but still 

continuing the close working relationship with the new performer in evolving the piece 

through personal testimony and autobiographical elements.417 Rimini Protokoll have 

replaced real people with actors in various productions, after the initial field work has 

provided the documentation from which the performance is constructed. Florian 

Malzacher does not see this as problematic though, in that ‘just as the human stories in 

the piece interweave and change, just as one person’s texts might be picked up by 

someone else, the genuineness of objets trouves was mutable [...]. Authenticity is 

fictionalised just as fiction is often dragged into reality.’418 In DRAG the transferability 

of autobiography within the documentary style, was also enhanced by an elaboration 

were fictionalised embellishments were added to link different narrative threads, to 

underline certain theoretical stances or just for extra engagement through entertainment 

value. The practical and theoretical success of this neonarrative bricolage in total or in 

its constituent parts will be assessed in Chapter Five.

416 Jens Roselt, ‘Making an Appearance: On the Performance Practice of Self-Preservation,’ in Rimini 
Protokoll: Experts of the Everyday; The Theatre of Rimini Protokoll ed. by Miriam Dreysse and 
Florian Malzacher, (Berlin: Alexander Verlag, 2008) pp. 46-63 (p. 58).
417 The challenge of the further developed script and the consequent rehearsal time commitment
necessitated this but Gordon Crawford continued working with us as a kind of Drag trainer.
41R Florian Malzacher, ‘Dramaturgies of care and insecurity,’ in Rimini Protokoll: Experts of the 
Everyday; The Theatre of Rimini Protokoll ed. by Miriam Dreysse and Florian Malzacher, (Berlin: 
Alexander Verlag, 2008) pp. 14-45 (p. 39).
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The key quality of this documentary style when transferred to a Northern Irish 

queer locus was the performed embodiment of its real cross-community collaboration. 

There were some minor elements of the DRAG composition from persons of unknown 

ethnosectarian backgrounds,419 but the primary source material was drawn from the two 

performers involved and myself. We were three gay men who grew up and came out 

during the conflict in Northern Ireland but experienced it from very diverse 

backgrounds.420 As well as a geographic/sectarian separation between us, there was a 

temporal disjunction in that we were of different ages; meaning the narratives of our 

coming-out processes occurred at different periods of the conflict. The cross- 

referencing of diverse individual histories allows a comparative shift in understanding 

to take place, as Freeman points out:

For social change itself enables, and perhaps even requires, that 

incommensurable temporalities - often most available to us via their 

corresponding aesthetic forms - rub up against one another, compete, 

overlap, crossreference.421

Theatre was the corresponding aesthetic form that our social change project 

took, and the incommensurable temporalities imbricated would also include the 

receptive positions of each and every member of the audience; the intersection of their 

lived experience tempering their reception and understanding. In a way the audience

419 For instance the English theatre maker John Goodchild, and some stories that circulated on the 
queer scene.
420 I am working class catholic from republican Andersonstown in west Belfast, Gordon Crawford is 
working class protestant from the fiercely loyalist estate of Rathcoole in North Belfast, and Paul Boyd 
is middle class catholic from Toome in rural county Antrim.
421 Elisabeth Freeman, ‘Still after,’ in After Sex? On Writing since Queer Theory, ed. by Janet Halley 
and Andrew Parker, (Durham: Duke University Press), pp. 27-33 (p. 30).
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member is co-creator of their own bricolage, ‘to hear it through their narratives, tracing 

how experience modifies reality.’ 422 The DRAG neonarrative was strategically 

produced to modify socio-political engagement; its ludic quality playing with Northern 

Irish identity through a real queer lens. Although this may seem a utopian or impossible 

task, an engagement with its future reparative ambition was exposed in the spectator 

feedback loops produced over the three cycles of the process (examined in Chapter 

Five).

In exploring the social potentials of alternative sexualities, Lisa Downing and 

Robert Gillet highlighted this ambition:

Queer bespeaks the necessity of an impossible performance. It reminds 

us of the strategic importance of - while urging us to be wary of the 

truth claims attributed to - identity. It invokes a game of mirrors; it 

entails an awareness of audience; it is highly self-conscious. And it 

never loses sight of the gravity of what is at stake, even when it best 

counters it with the lucidity of the fool.423

In the same journal A1 Head’s treatise on the ‘Queer Fool’ calls for an engagement with 

the ‘game’ of reality and its concomitant ‘masks’ in any analysis of hegemonic 

structures through seeing things anew involving ‘a magic, a freedom, a recognition, an 

opportunity. There becomes a language for performance and for performative 

action.’424 DRAG played the ludic card in identity performativity alongside its basis in

42“ Robyn Stewart, ‘Creating New Stories for Praxis: Navigations, Narrations, Neonarratives,’ in 
Practice as Research, Approaches to Creative Arts Enquiry, ed. by Estelle Barrett and Barbara Bolt, 
(London: I.B Tauris, 2007). pp. 123-33 (p. 131).
423 Lisa Downing and Robert Gillet, ‘Introduction,’ Sexualities, 15.1 (2011), 11-15 (p. 15).
424 A1 Head, 'The queer fool,’ Sexualities, 15.1 (2012), 3-10 (p. 9).
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real queer biography for its neonarrative construction; the call to play led to a game of 

signification with the spectator through metaphor and metonymy.

3.) Metaphor/Metonymy

[...] the reliance of political discourse on metaphor and metonymy, the 

fundamental elements of the dramatic medium, has produced a highly 

performative political culture in Northern Ireland which, while 

appearing theatrical, clouds over the precise ways in which theatre and 

politics relate. 425

The quotidian performativity of a politics of identity in Northern Ireland has 

been well documented earlier in the study; here I want to explore the specific elements 

of metaphor and metonymy exploited in DRAG. In a primary inspiration, McGuinness’s 

Carthaginians, there is an extended play with ethno-cultural as well as gendered 

signification, especially in the play-within-a-play The Burning Balaclava.’ Theatre 

makers in Northern Ireland have continually negotiated with the past embodied in 

various public symbols and expressions of identity, which mark both physical and 

theoretical territories of division. These expressions of identity confirm both 

community and individual regimes of regulation, and can be extended to a 

somatechnic426 manipulation of embodiment, through costume (such as orange sashes, 

balaclavas, bowler hats, sports jerseys etc.). The flyer image I produced for the show 

used a playful image of the drag queen Trudy Scrumptious in a balaclava, a potent

475 Tom Maguire, Making Theatre in Northern Ireland: Through and Beyond the Troubles, (Exeter: 
University of Exeter Press, 2006), p. 9.
' A neologism which describes the way the body (soma) and the crafted object (techne) are informed 

of and by each other.
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image of the Troubles. It is an image which is metonymically charged with the various 

paramilitary groups who used it during the violence to hide their identities. Joseph 

Pugliese posits that the balaclava has become ‘a hyperbolic symbol of terror... as a 

somatechnology precisely because it biopolitically intextuates an ethnic descriptor onto 

the face of a target subject,’427 though in Northern Ireland the ethnic descriptor crosses 

both sides of the paramilitary divide. This biopolitical signification is queered though 

by my addition of flames made of sequins and crystals to the eyeholes (inspired by 

McGuinness’s play-within-a-play title and by the terrorist of the year fashion show 

Dido describes in Carthaginians).

4 7 Joseph Pugliese, "Biotypologies of Terror,’ in Cultural Studies Review. 14.2 (2008), 49-66 (p. 61). 
4^8“ Punk drag terrorist image created by the author of Trudy Scrumptious from initial image workshop 
May 10th 2011: photographer Simon Crawford.
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The biopolitical identity of the balaclava prescribed in Ireland and the United Kingdom 

is one of militant paramilitarism, but it has been used in a camp ironic way since the 

peace process, notably by some second generation diasporic fans during Irish football 

matches. Marcus Free proposes that although such usage expresses a peculiarly 

masculine identity ‘aggressive in intent and unambiguous in meaning’ it also is a 

‘humorous play with identity’s paradoxes and plasticity, though the humour is angry, 

frustrated at the erasure of complex self- and collective identities.’429 I highlighted this 

playful plasticity not only through the decorative queering but also by asking one of the 

audience members to don a balaclava to assist in the retelling of a schooldays story of 

bullying, guilt and consequences. The spectator/performer relationship transgressed 

thus invoked the notion of erasure of identity by its physical masking, and also 

humorously transformed the hapless victim into the embodiment of a terrorist. The 

balaclava was used as a prop for confessional impetus in my practice, leading the 

performer to ‘confess’ his/her/our ‘sins’ through the mask of it when first worn and 

extended into the examination of group guilt with the second appearance on the 

audience member. The finale appearance used the angry aggressive somatechnology of 

the balaclava as an image of punk pugilism and the marginal sexuality enmeshed within 

it released an anti-identitarian cathartic call to the assembled viewers examined later.

429 Marcus Free, ‘Tales from the Fifth Green Field: The Psychodynamics of Migration, Masculinity 
and National Identity amongst Republic of Ireland Soccer Supporters in England,’ in Sport in Society: 
Culture, Commerce, Media, Politics, 10.3 (2007), 476-94 (p. 485).
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Alongside the metonymic agency of the balaclava, the publicity image for 

DRAG placed the Irish and United Kingdom flags on the drag queen’s eyelids pointing 

to a queer theoretical position between any atavistic binary at play in Northern Ireland, 

using as Hill and White point out ‘[...] the metonymic status of flags - the terms in 

which they function as a receptacle for the complexity of meanings around identity and 

belonging (as most obviously apparent perhaps in the case of national flags).’431 The 

extravagant flag drag make-up metaphorically undermined the hypermasculinity of 

playing the intimidating hardman/gunman associated with territorial identity displays 

in Northern Ireland. As a somatechnic it placed the body as desegregated in outlook, 

between the identities associated with each eyelid flag. The conflation of gender and 

sectarian boundaries, which were both transgressed, provided a useful gateway to the 

performative ‘universe’ of the production. This allowed the audience to approach the 

production with some intriguing context in place. My approach to the costume (and

430 Image from video of Divided, Radical And Gorgeous, Paul Boyd performing.
431 Andrew Hill and Andrew White, ‘The Flying of Israeli Flags in Northern Ireland.' in Identities: 
Global Studies in Culture and Power. 15.1 (2008), 31-50 (p. 35).
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make-up) design for the production was immersed in theatre’s complex systems of 

signification, as Maguire understands ‘the metonymic structures of representation [...] 

have often drawn attention to this rhetorical power to change, extend or invert 

connotations of costume in the construction and representation of identity.’432 The fact 

that the performer first appeared naked then dressed and applied make-up during the 

piece underscored the identity transformations taking place, and the disruptive, ludic 

quality of that transfiguration. Senelick proposes that the naked body removed from the 

‘stigma’ of clothing, exposes the authentic basic humanity of the self, and is ‘a form of 

unmasking, a willingness to drop the masks adopted [by queers] in fear of rejection,’ in 

the heteronormative public sphere, and further that ‘in his pristine state the performer 

is no longer blameworthy.’433 The protagonist in DRAG then moves through confession 

from blamelessness to guilt and defiant anger as he playfully changes identity.

In Carthaginians McGuinness overwhelms us with his ludic play of identity in 

‘The Burning Balaclava;’ all the props are metaphorically in an hilariously constructed 

limbo, and a murderous web of water pistol gunfire explodes any over-serious 

engagement with their significations. His intention as postulated by Cregan is ‘to 

playfully engage with untouchable icons of Northern Irish cultural/political life such as 

flags, balaclavas, guns and religious symbols such as crosses, rosary beads, and statues 

of the sacred heart that bear witness to sectarian division.’434 A subversion of these 

cultural signifiers would seek to weaken and depose any entrenched ideological 

positions within the two sociocultural traditions in Northern Ireland. I extended and 

over-sexualised the play of props to include mention of bowler hats, silver fainnes, and

432 Tom Maguire, ‘ “You’re only putting it on”: Dressing up, Identity and Subversion in Northern Irish 
Drama." in Postcolonial Text, 3.3 (2007), 1-14 (p. 4).
433 Laurence Senelick, The Changing Room: Sex, Drag and Theatre, (London: Routledge, 2000), p. 
494.
434 David Cregan, Frank McGuinness's Dramaturgy of Difference and the Irish Theatre, (New York: 
Peter Lang, 2011), p. 138.
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shillelaghs, which directly undermined Ulster Scots parading garb and Gaelic speaking 

cultural icons. The seemingly intractable positions mirrored in the metonymic play 

suggests a cultural re-strategisation; the margin animated by the critique of the 

dominant. This utopian project of cultural transformation can only succeed when 

damaging signifiers such as flags, colours, and costumes are re-appropriated and their 

social power emasculated. A re-signification would aid, what Lehner calls, a 

‘transformative aesthetics,’ which would result in ‘an un-remembering of the past to 

make way for a transformative re-remembering for the future.’435 The process of re

remembering and resignification on stage involves a negotiation of hermeneutics. A 

sexually dissident sensibility may provide an efficient strategy for this in that, as 

Halperin proposes, it ‘generates the specific battery of hermeneutic techniques that gay 

men have evolved for exposing the artifice of social meaning and for spinning its codes 

and signifiers in ironic, sophisticated, defiant, inherently theatrical ways.’436 These 

hermeneutic techniques of ironic resignification are part of the cross dressed 

performer’s arsenal and can have a pedagogical affect as utilised in DRAG.

4.) Obscenography: Queering the Perspective.

As a queer person and theatre-maker I am specifically interested in Ahmed’s 

notion of orientation (see Chapter One), where there is a slippage between the social 

and the sexual register of meanings in the word ‘queer.’ The hermeneutics of 

engagement with the spectator can be enormously affected by the orientation 

constructed for the audience. The queer theoretical template discussed so far positions

435 Stefanie Lehner, ‘Transformative Aesthetics: Between Remembrance and Reconciliation in 
Contemporary Northern Irish Theatre,’ in Contemporary Theatre Review, 23.3 (August 2013), 278-90 
(p. 278).
436 David M. Halperin, How to be Gay, (Cambridge: The Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 
2012), p.457.
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marginal identities in a discourse of subjectivity, place, and practice, which in Northern 

Ireland places it outside the dominant two community model. In DRAG I sought to 

extend this positioning into a theoretical presentation of queer space as 

scenographically constructed on stage and experienced by the spectators. The 

scenographic engagement in my praxis piece aimed to be a place where queer ‘desires 

become solidified: a seduction of the reading of space where queerness [...] 

dominates.’437 In this section I will explain my approach to developing this physical 

presentation of the scenography as part of the practical research.

Scenography actually comes from the Greek sceno-grafika meaning scenic 

writing. Scenographer Pamela Howard always brings the practice back to the writing - 

the performance text. This textual analysis of the performance script is crucial to any 

attempt at scenographic resolution. It must be broken down with an almost 

mathematical rigour; broken open to reveal a dramaturgical structure that underpins the 

visual resolution; a ‘breaking down of the text into small understandable units [...] in 

which [...] a person does something to someone and an action results’ 4;,H Rather than 

an artistic viewpoint, the scenographer must first bring a scientific discipline to any 

project; both in breaking down the text into smaller comprehensible parts and surveying 

the performance space. These understandable units can be thought of as discrete 

chronotopic constituents 439 The performance script can be thought of as a complex 

matrix of chronotopic problems requiring an integrated solution; the multiple moments 

of a ‘thickening’ of the space/time relationship in the performative universe of that 

particular production. All textual analyses are, however, subjective to both the reader

437 Jean-Ulrick Desert, ‘Queer Space,’ in Queers in Space: Communities/Public Places/Sites of 
Resistence, ed. by Gordon Brent Ingram (Seattle: Bay Press, 1997) pp. 17-26 (p. 21).
43X Pamela Howard. What Is Stenography, (London: Routledge, 2002), p. 21.
439 Coming from the term chronotope which designates a unit of the spatio-temporal matrix underlying 
all narrative and linguistic structures, as proposed by the Russian philosopher Bakhtin.
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and the ‘Zeitgeist’ of the circumstances of the reading. In a queer textual analysis, 

usually undertaken by queer artists, a queer matrix of chronotopic problems emerges. 

After all we are experts in reading the obfuscated queer sign systems as it were.

In the cyclical method of development of my practice research piece, described 

earlier, the text and scenography developed alongside each other. The textual analysis 

and design resolution operated in dynamic exchange rather than an end point procedure 

after writing. This again follows the practices of contemporary theatre makers such as 

Forced Entertainment: ‘the group began to think of set design more and more as a kind 

of writing - inventing possibilities for the work by constructing environments in which 

they would operate.’440 Howard describes the ideal approach in tackling any theatre 

design positing that ‘planning the production demands a strategy - almost a guerrilla 

warfare - where the text and the space have to be infiltrated, captured and questioned, 

and the consequences tested against the ethics and aesthetics of the creators.’441 This 

attention to the ethics and the aesthetics of its creators is the crucial point when it comes 

to thinking about queer theatrical approaches. The queer chronotopic structure 

uncovered produces a queer affect through its internal and external matrices of 

presentation and consumption, following Marvin Carlson’s proposal that,

If we look at the performance event [...] as it is actually created and 

experienced within a culture, we realise that all performance is 

invariably matrixed, and the matrices of the event are enormously 

influential in conditioning our reception of that event 442

440 Patricia Benecke, The Making of ... from the Beginnings to Hidden J,’ in Not even a Game 
Anymore, The Theatre of Forced Entertainment, ed. by Judith Helmer and Florian Malzacher (Berlin: 
Alexander Verlag Berlin, 2004). pp. 27-47 (p. 34).
441 Pamela Howard, What is Scenography, (London: Routledge, 2002), pp. 15-16
442 Marvin Carlson, Places of Performance: the semiotics of theatre architecture, (Ithaca: Cornell 
University Press, 1989), p. 204.
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The performance, the stage, the theatre building, the demographic position of the 

theatre geographically and socially all influence the event - and where this is a queer 

event perhaps more so.443 My resultant queer treatment of the matrices of performance 

through visual/spatial dramaturgy can be thought of as non-heteronormative or queer 

scenography. Henri Lefebvre posits that,

walls, enclosures and facades serve to define both a scene (where 

something takes place) and an obscene area to which everything that 

cannot or may not happen on the scene is relegated: whatever is 

inadmissible, be it malefic or forbidden, thus has its own hidden space 

on the near or the far side of a frontier.444

I sought to uncover the disruptive potentials of queer visual dramaturgy in practice in 

DRAG, operating outside the permissible heteronormative codes of the ordering of 

space and destroying any ‘straight’ reading alongside the developed performance script. 

Breaking the spatial dramaturgy open, 1 propose, would reveal fresh non- 

heteronormative perspectives and queer engagement for the spectator. Uncovering 

Lefebvre’s frontier between the scene and the obscene and then showing what is beyond 

that frontier is the methodology by which the queer artist can seek to fracture any 

normative visual discourse in a performance. Exploiting the disruptive agency of this 

space ‘beyond the acceptable’ could create a kind of ‘‘obscenography.'

443 The Belfast Barge was a liminal space literally floating between segregated spaces on the Lagan 
river; the Colaiste Feirste was a tiny deconsecrated Catholic church in an old convent; the Courtyard 
presentation was behind the red velvet curtain of the main stage. The significances of these matrices of 
presentation will be examined in Chapter Five.
444 Henri Lefebvre, The Production of Space, (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1991), p. 36.
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I underlined my obscenographic staging with a deconstructive approach to the 

theatrical in direction and design that unravelled the normally distinct staging 

relationship between actor and audience. The audience were packed in around the small 

stage with knees touching knees, an intense form of a thrust staging, replicating the 

physically close quarters of the drag club performances described in Chapter Three. 

The white timber cubic set formed four arches around the small stage giving each of 

the three sides of the audience a kind of proscenium frame for their viewpoint; the 

fourth framing the projection area at the back. The play of looks from spectator to actor, 

actor to spectator, and spectator to spectator was further complicated with the 

phenomenologically powerful actor's look through the camera and out from the back 

wall. That which is normally hidden, the dressing room intimacy, became radically 

visible; the obscene demanding to be seen.

445

445 Image from video of Divided, Radical And Gorgeous, Paul Boyd performing.
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By disorientating the spectator, I sought to disrupt their ‘perspective’ on the 

events both physically and symbolically. Further if the traditional theatrical binaries of 

the performer/spectator, viewed/viewer, fetishized-object/voyeur in the theatre can be 

psychologically understood within a binaric heteronormative order, a queered 

perspective would disrupt that binary. In my production the proscenium no longer 

framed an ideal position but rather the thrust audience staging opened up many views 

and positions, beyond the idealised presentation inherent in a more traditional theatrical 

language. The ‘queer’ multi-perspectives echoed the queering of the subject matter that 

was central to my direction; a subversion of the idealised fixed view of events in the 

past, and a disruption of any normative order in the present. Multi-perspectives beyond 

any binaric relationship can disrupt fixed subjectivities in performance. This disruptive 

quality of the dramaturgical engagement sets up a new way of negotiating spectatorship 

in, as Turner and Behrndt point out, an ‘attempt to articulate and identify what we have 

witnessed, is itself a political act.’446 If a queer political theatre is made with queer 

intentions by queer thinking artists, then an obscenography is a visual dramaturgy that 

supports this queer agenda and disrupts heteronormative readings of a performance as 

its primary purpose.

446 Cathy Turner and Synne K. Behrndt, Dramaturgy and Performance, (Basingstoke: Palgrave 
Macmillan, 2008), p. 93.
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Another reference for my design stemmed from the paintings of queer Irish 

artist Francis Bacon, which I explored as part of the improvisation processes. My 

performer was anchored in a simple white cubic room structure formed by the tri

proscenium with some of Bacon’s primary motifs of a hanging light bulb, switch, 

mirror and chair. The naked body of my performer became exposed both figuratively 

(a la Bacon) and technically in his solo-manipulation of the lighting and setting himself. 

Gowing sees Bacon’s scenography as a ceremonial construction showing the ‘setting 

for a drama or a rite, and its action is performed within the railing of a little stage, a 

rostrum that is also an altar and more a device of pictorial architecture than either, a 

means to concentrate the attention with a sense of occasion.’448 My reference to Bacon 

in a queer theory project is not random; art historians Silver and Ofleld have viewed

447 Francis Bacon, Sleeping Figure, 1974.
448 Lawrence Gowing, ‘Francis Bacon: The Fluman Presence,’ in Francis Bacon: Hirschborn Museum 
and Sculpture Garden, (London: Thames & Hudson. 1989) pp. 11-26 (p. 14).
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him through a queer lens, utilising ‘the protocols of contemporary ‘Queer Theory’ to 

value the irregularities and ‘transgressions’ of Francis Bacon.’ 449 Olfleld sees no 

problem with using a queer retrieval analysis using theories and techniques that were 

not available at the time Bacon's paintings were produced. He relates his critical 

assemblage to a kind of archival ‘cruising,’ which echoes my approach of construction 

of a queer memory driven bricolage in DRAG. My Baconesque set was a production of 

this ‘cruising’ technique; an empathetic fit with his anti-establishment work produced 

even before the decriminalisation of homosexuality in the United Kingdom. Olfeld 

proposes that his diasporic Irishness too offered a non-normative stance in 

‘understanding the articulation of [gay] exchanges as complex and perhaps mutable, 

and indeed mutual, within a framework of real social and economic disparity.’450 Social 

disparity is surely the field at which queer engages in Northern Ireland in that, as Quinn 

sees it, ‘identities based on sexual oppression can counter-weigh religious or cultural 

grievances and create agendas which compete with ethnic identifications. And as a 

result it may be possible to evolve new narratives for and about life in Northern 

Ireland.’451 My performance would hopefully have contributed to this counterpublic 

agenda, and for the spectators engaged in its obscenographic form, its significance 

would be ‘available to those who are attuned to it and transmissible through the 

interactional relationships of bodies.’452 The queer relationship of bodies in space was 

highlighted by a number of the petitioned responses examined later.

449 Simon Ofleld, ‘Wrestling with Francis Bacon,’ in Oxford Art Journal, 24.1 (2001), 113-30 (p. 113). 
See also Kenneth E. Silver, ‘Master Bedrooms, Master Narratives: Flome, Homosexuality and Post- 
War Art,’ in Not at Home: The Suppression of Domesticity in Modern Art & Architecture, (London: 
Thames and Hudson, 1996).
4;i() Simon Ofleld, ‘Wrestling with Francis Bacon,’ in Oxford Art Journal, 24.1 (2001), 113-30 (p. 124).
451 Vincent Quinn, ‘On the Borders of Allegiance: Identity Politics in Ulster,’ in De-centring 
Sexualities: Politics and Representation beyond the Metropolis, ed. By R. Phillips, D. Watt, and D. 
Shuttleton, (London: Routledge, 2000), pp. 258-77 (p. 272).
452 Mark Fleishman, ‘The difference of Performance as Research’, Theatre Research International,
37.1 (2012), 28-37 (p. .30).
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5.) Speetatorial/Community Engagement.

After the “scrimmage” which lasted ten minutes, some “were disabled: 

but there was no homicide [...] some who had been opposed to each 

other, shook hands and kissed; and appeared as good friends as 

before.”453

Henry Inglis describes here the fighting and carousing he witnessed when he 

was invited to the Maumean Pattern Day at the holy well in the Connemara Maamturk 

mountains in 1834. The violent imagery imbued with homosocial embraces and kisses 

alludes to the aesthetics of Bacon’s East End gangster world queered in his violent 

paintings. Through queer historiography an exploration of patrun/pattern4U day 

festivities formed another relational element of ‘cruising’ the archive as espoused by 

Ofleld, and was used to form part of the framing structure for my practice piece. There 

is also a resonance of the pattern day devotions in the graveside kinship of 

McGuinness’s Carthaginians; a primary inspiration for the praxis.

The celebration of ancient pattern festivals that occur all over Ireland can 

constitute disruptive historical counter-cultural phenomena. As Stiofa 6 Cadhla 

outlines, from ‘the twelfth century the pattern has been represented as a remarkable 

example of something sinister, innocent, archaic, novel, or other.’455 This oxymoronic

453 Henry D. Inglis, A Journey throughout Ireland during the spring, summer and autumn of 1834, 
(London: Whittaker, 1836), p. 51-52.
454 A pattern refers to the saints’ (or patron saints’) celebrations at various devotional sites in Ireland 
such as holy wells, trees, stones, many of which are thought to pre-date Christianity. One activity was 
the leaving of devotions on pieces fabric or parchment at the site of the festival.
'' Stiofa O Cadhla, The Holy Well Tradition: the pattern of St. Declan, Ardmore, County Waterford, 

1800 - 2000. (Dublin: Four Courts Press, 2002), p. 9.

197



observation queerly unsettles the religious aspect of the festivals, and points to their 

pre-Christian, Celtic, marginal (other) origins. The resignification of the pagan origins 

by the Church occurred through an overlap of geographies (sacred sites such as wells, 

trees, and hills) and calendar dates (such as harvest and solstice).456 The repression of 

sexualities was key to the eventual suppression of the patterns by the clergy. Patrick 

O’Donnell noted that ‘the bishops eventually forbade patterns as being occasions of sin 

rather than holiness, marked by orgies of drinking, sexual laxity and faction fighting.’457 

The most striking visual legacy is that of rag trees dotted around the Irish countryside, 

usually on or near a holy well, hill or other geographic feature. Scraps of fabric or 

ribbon tied to the tree or bush were symbolic of personal dreams, desires, or problems 

and according to pagan superstition it was believed that as the scrap disintegrated the 

wishes would be fulfilled. Devotions were also expressed in the form of written prayers, 

photographs, religious objects and other personal ephemera.

456 For instance see Maire MacNeill, The Festival of Lughnasa: a study of the survival of the Celtic 
festival at the beginning of harvest, (Dublin: Comhairle Bhealoideas Eireann, 2008).
457 Patrick O’Donnell, The Irish Faction Fighters of the 19,h Century, (Dublin, Anvil Books, 1975), p. 
31.
a co

Images of St. Gobnaits Rag Tree and Holy Well, from Liminal Entwinings: Researching 
Geography and Pilgrimage in Ireland, http://liminalentwinings.coin/tag/pattern-dav [accessed 30th 
March 2014],
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I wished to queerly reclaim what had been a pagan Irish festivity back from the Church 

and use it to frame the practice by involving the audience personally in my performance 

event from the beginning.

I wanted to revoke the post-Victorian Irish attitude to sexuality which was 

condemned to a binary of savage pre-civilisation (pre-Christian) darkness and an 

'enlightened’ religious prescription of self-denial and heterosexual marriage. Tom 

Inglis posits that the dominance of Irish sexual prudery was due in part to the lack of 

'resistant discourses and subaltern voices,’ 459 and was ‘closely linked to the 

development of the monopoly over morality exercised by the Church.’460 Inglis 

proposes that any resistance to the church’s teachings must be integrated and codified 

to establish any form of emancipatory revolution. The pattern day, a social occasion 

frowned on by the restrictive church, as a subaltern community paradigm may offer a 

site of such resistance. Foley proposes that this kind of subaltern community is formed 

in Carthaginians.

The graveyard itself is a metaphysical landscape, in which marginalised, 

male and female, seek psychic and sexual identities in order to 

understand, come to terms with and manage their lives. In doing so they 

form a temporary alternative social order.461

The alternate community fits within this paradigm of resistance; their personal 

devotions and rituals during the play are emblematic of the pattern festival. In

459 Tom Inglis, ‘Origins and Legacies of Irish Prudery: Sexuality and Social Control in Modern 
Ireland,’ in Eire-Ireland. 40 (Fomhar/Geimhreadh / Fall/Winter 2005), 9-37 (p. 1 I).
460 Ibid., p. 12.
461 Imelda Foley, The Girls in the Big Picture: Gender in Contemporary Ulster Theatre, (Belfast: 
Blackstaff Press, 2003), p. 125.
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McGuinness’s play, Dido’s collection of dried flowers and Paul’s pyramid of rubbish 

speak of the raggedy tree aesthetic; pagan offerings as remembrance and in some part 

to change personal circumstances. Just as the characters in Carthaginians bond in their 

ritual of exorcism that night in the graveyard, I wanted my audience of DRAG to engage 

in a community ritual through a queer personal offering. Brian Singleton proposes that 

McGuinness’s ‘community of the transgressive’ shows the ‘triumph of the human spirit 

in the face of adversity. No quick resolutions are presented to right wrongs, including 

differences (sexual or otherwise), but instead the play presents a crucible in which 

pluralism accommodates all.’462 The votive ephemera on the rag trees at the holy 

pattern sites often held personal signification, and in asking each spectator to offer their 

own personal queer devotion, I sought to engage them secretly in my crucible of 

difference evoked in DRAG.4b*

If performance as research is anything, it is the desire to make conscious, 

to become aware from within the midst of the endless process for 

becoming and then to attempt to translate this for others through a 

variety of modalities. This requires a kind of perceptual still point, a 

slowing down or thickening of the ongoing, of the flow, so as to surface 

the differences in the spaces in between.464

46'' Brian Singleton, Masculinities and the Contemporary Irish Theatre, (Basingstoke: Palgrave 
Macmillan, 2011), p. 107.
462 See Appendix III d. for a transcript of these devotions. Before each performance ot DRAG in 2012 
1 divided the audience into small groups of 3-6 and told them the story of the Irish pattern festivals, 
including the leaving of personal devotions at the sacred sites. I told them we were reclaiming this 
ritual from the Christian church and asked them to write with a black pen on a small piece of black 
paper their own ‘queer’ devotion. The black on black format would render it secret (yet many chose to 
fold them tightly) before placing them on the stage when they entered the performance space, before 
they took their seats.
464 Mark Fleishman, ‘The difference of Performance as Research’, Theatre Research International, 
37.1 (2012), 28-37 (p.35).
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Fleishman’s definition of the temporally disruptive qualities of performance research 

would be usefully harnessed in the pre-show set up of DRAG. My queer pattern ritual 

would engage my audience community within this process of social change, of 

becoming, as they feverishly scribed the queer devotions that I had requested, eyeing 

each other across their pre-show drinks. They placed their little black paper offerings 

on the stage amongst hundreds of other identical pieces of paper already piled there, 

like so many unanswered prayers. Through this I hoped that for the duration of the 

performance each spectator would experience a kind of direct and personal queer 

connection to the onstage world; temporally disconnected from the ‘straight’ outside 

world.

465

My performer, initially unseen, rose from these very pieces of paper filled with queer 

devotions, as if created from them; naked, cruciform and ready to accept whatever the 

audience’s devotions contained (alluding to the Christian iconography of Jesus dying 

for our sins). The performer here was born from the audiences own engagement,

465 Image from video of Divided, Radical And Gorgeous, Paul Boyd performing.
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queerly energised, and with a personally reflective agency focused by the bodies

This process continued throughout the piece, as its punctuation involved 

marking the scenes with titles drawn in white pen on the very same black pieces of 

paper that the audience had used. Each time the paper was (seemingly) randomly 

selected and the title was shown to the camera to be projected into the back wall of the 

space, the audience were worried that somehow their own devotion would be revealed; 

their hidden queerness uncovered. Their community alignment was strengthened 

through this nervous process and concomitantly their queer confessional became a 

public bond. This contingency of bodies in spaces and their performative alignment 

through my queer interventions follows Fivush and Haden’s narrative of autobiography 

in that each spectator ‘allowfs] for more complex organization and understanding of 

experienced events through the provision of subjective evaluations of what occurred 

and the formation of thematic relations among events separated in time and space but

466 Image from video of Divided, Radical And Gorgeous, Paul Boyd performing.
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linked through personal meaning making.’ 467 The subjecCvaluations and their 

thematic co-relations will become apparent in Chapter Fivealysis of some of the 

performance vignettes, audience feedback questionnaires, scripts of post show 

discussions and other feedback loops.

467 Robyn Fivush and Catherine A. Haden, ‘Introduction: Autobiographlemory, Narrative and 
Self in Autobiographical Memory and the Construction of a Narrative Development and Cultural 
Perspective, ed. by Robyn Fivush and Catherine A. Haden (Mahwah: Lice Erlbaum Associates, 
Inc., 2003), p. viii.
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Chapter Five: Queer Subjectivities, Queer Theatre: Entering

Public Discourse.

Following on from the dramaturgical methods explored in the previous chapter, this 

chapter explores the potentials in various sections of the production of DRAG for 

transformative, or at least transporting, impacts on its audience in the way that they 

engage with queer identity in performance in Northern Ireland. It will also explore how 

each of these chosen sections resonated with and expanded research made earlier in the 

study. I have chosen sections that relate directly to themes of community, surveillance, 

disallowance, identity and violence that emerged repeatedly during the production 

processes and also resonated with the spectators in the various feedback loops. It will 

explore how queer subjectivities (not subjectivity as it is an anti-essentialised position) 

are made apparent through performance in DRAG, and the part this might take in 

entering public discourse as a counterpublic. I will examine an imbrication of theory in 

some of the biographical vignettes staged, their origin and the agency of the queer 

identities thus constructed on stage. Alongside this I will address how such 

performances can support a widened cultural frame of engagement as part of the queer 

counterpublic, which, as Conrad put it, could reimagine the public sphere in Northern 

Ireland. I will examine the contribution made by DRAG staged by queer theatre 

company TheatreofplucK in Belfast, in the creation and sustenance of this queer 

counterpublic. The interpretive phenomenological analysis by Ellen Burns of DRAG 

(and its feedback loops) will be particularly useful here as a detached apposite thesis to 

my address.

I used various biographical events separated in time and space that then became 

tangibly linked through the specific staged vignettes negotiated by a single performer
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in DRAG. This kind of multi-subjectivity process resonates with Munoz’s concept of 

identifications and disidentifications in queer ‘world-making’; forming a coalition of 

difference outside both the heteronormative and the sectarian. Although each vignette 

‘participatefs] in the genre of comedy and satire,’ they ‘do not lose sight of the fact that 

humor is a valuable pedagogical and political project.’468 He proposes that such comic 

interventions through ludic identifications in performance can provide a blueprint for 

the minoritarian queer counterpublic’s engagement with social relations and their 

deposition. Queer subjectivities as explored in Chapter One can become especially 

complex in Northern Ireland. Munoz posits that

these identifications with others are often mediated by a complicated 

network of incomplete or crossed identifications. They are also forged 

by the pressures of everyday life, forces that shape a subject and call for 

different tactical responses.469

Identifications with others are excessively complicated by extra negotiations around 

sectarian filial ties in Northern Ireland. Quotidian existence here has required a set of 

tactical responses that impact enormously on queer kinship identifications; especially 

against the backdrop of entrenched homophobic conservative values in Northern Irish 

society. In a recent social analysis Dirk Shubotz proposes that there is compelling 

‘evidence for consequences that a homophobic and heterologic society like Northern 

Ireland has severe implications for the mental health of non-heterosexual young

468 Jose Esteban Munoz, Disidentifications: Queers of Color and the Performance of Politics (Cultural 
Studies of the Americas, V. 2), (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1999), p. xi.
469 Ibid., p. 38.
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people.’470 The problematic social consequences compounded for the queer young 

person in Northern Ireland by a double marginalization beyond sectarian and outside 

of heteronormative frames, can in some part be tackled through the formation of a queer 

counterpublic. As mentioned in Chapter One, Conrad proposes the ‘emancipatory 

potential of a queer counterpublic is thus in its orientation not so much against a state, 

but against the values and discourses that structure what passes for a dominant public’ 

through the ‘practice of world-making that makes a queer public a public and not just 

a ‘community’ comprises a commitment to something beyond intimate self-expression 

and networks of association.’471 I propose that a cultural intervention by, for instance, 

queer arts and cultural practitioners can contribute somewhat to the forging of such a 

public engagement providing alternative identifications beyond the space of intimate 

relationships or obfuscated community events (especially for young people). Burns 

highlights that DRAG as retrospective theatre can ‘potentially enlighten a younger 

audience,’ and act ‘symbolically as a space of resistance and the ground of cultural 

action.’ 472 By a public reimagining thus engaged through theatre events, festivals, 

conferences, and marches etc., the queer voice enters the discourse on the future of the 

province; most importantly through critique of the post-conflict state. As David Cregan 

tasks us to deal with

The symbolically tenuous nature of memory [which] relies heavily on

the creation of discourse to create a textual validation of its

470 Dirk Shubotz, ‘Is there a Protestant Brain Drain from Northern Ireland,’ in Shared Space: A 
research journal on peace, conflict and community relations in Northern Ireland, 6 (2008), 5-19 (p. 
16).
471 Kathryn Conrad, ‘Queering Community: Reimagining the Public Sphere in Northern Ireland’, 
Critical Review of International Social and Political Philosophy, 9.4 (2006), 589-602 (pp. 597-98).
472 Ellen Anne Burns, Appendix VI, An Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis of audience 
responses to DRAG by TheatreofplucK, June 2013, p. clxxxvi.
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remembering. Community building is the acceptance of this

discourse.47^

He proposes that queer memory made tangible through cultural intervention can create 

‘an accepted cultural discourse, which serves to incorporate the queerness into 

Irishness.’474 Munoz proposes that the power of such cultural performances can provide 

a platform for civic change in that they can ‘offer the minoritarian subject a space to 

situate itself in history and thus seize social agency.,47;i Niels Van Doom also posits 

that these kinds of community practices are compositional for their marginalized 

communities in that they ‘might encourage us to think differently about the relationship 

between sexuality, intimacy and citizenship, as well as their close connections to 

iterations of community and political agency.’476 This was born out by the audience 

responses and post-show discussions analysed from DRAG which ‘illustrate the ability 

of this queer performance to provoke discussion around identity, fear, courage and 

struggle, of a personal, political and societal nature.’477

Confession, Surveillance, Violence and Disruptive Semiotics.

In DRAG I alluded to the mediatised treatment of both the conflict and sexuality in 

Northern Ireland in the opening scene, as commercially invasive and personally 

destructive, through the religious prism of staging confession of sin.

477 David Cregan, ‘Remembering to Forget: Queer Memory and the New Ireland,’ in Memory Ireland, 
ed. by Oona Frawley, (Syracuse: Syracuse University Press, 2010), pp. 184-94 (p. 189).
474 Ibid., p. 189.
47<’ Esteban Munoz, Disidentifications: Queers of Color and the Performance of Politics (Cultural 
Studies of the Americas, V. 2), (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1999), p. I.
476 Niels van Doom, ‘Architectures of ‘the good life’: queer assemblages and the composition of intimate 
citizenship,’ in Environment and Planning D: Society and Space, 31 (2013), 157-73 (p. 158).
477 Ellen Anne Burns, Appendix VI, An Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis of audience 
responses to DRAG by TheatreofplucK, June 2013, p. cciv.
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This love and conflict story never quits {kickspaper)...Ali 

1 am not gonna be sharing any of my inner most secrets - or 

confessing any sins.

That is...unless you want me to. Confess some sins.

Some dark, dirty sins that you will be shocked by. Some 

disgusting sins. Some horrifying sins that make you feel so much 

more superior to me.

{puts on balaclava as a confessional - kneels) Some filthy sins 

that might make your pants a little tighter. Some shameful sins, 

that you’d hate your mammy to know, or something awful that 

eventually ends up on bakebook480

Some sins from long ago when things were nasty? Some sins that 

we don’t want to remember? Some of my sins. Some of your 

sins. Some of our sins. Sins. Sins. Sins...

478 Appendix I, Annotated Performance Script of Divided, Radical And Gorgeous, p. 1.
47 ' Image from video of Divided, Radical And Gorgeous, Paul Boyd performing.
480 ‘Bake’ is a Northern Irish colloquial term for face coming from beak, i.e. the face of a bird.
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(stands) The rest of the world wanted to leave us in our sin - let 

us rot in it - after all it sold newspapers - advertising space - 

column inches.482

The somatechnology484 of the balaclava here has three dramaturgical purposes; firstly 

the concealment of the face as if behind a confessional screen, secondly as a metonymy 

of the Troubles, and thirdly as a fetishized object. The confessional impetus is the 

primary concern of this first scene in DRAG. The state and mediatised surveillance of

40 I

Image from video of Divided, Radical And Gorgeous, Paul Boyd performing.
ART Appendix I, Annotated Performance Script of Divided, Radical And Gorgeous, p. 2.
40-J

‘ Image from video of Divided, Radical And Gorgeous, Paul Boyd performing.
484 See Chapter Four.
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homosexuality in Northern Ireland has centred around the historical religio-hegemonic 

proscription of it. Duggan’s analysis underlines that, unlike the rest of the United 

Kingdom, in Ulster the ‘politicians are open, and in some cases vociferous, not only 

about stating their particular religious denomination but indicating how it has 

influenced key decisions,’ which led to ‘moral objections and political discourses which 

cast homosexuals as dangerous, predatory and harmful.’485 Homosexuality’s status as 

a sin prohibited by a close reading of biblical texts, has been undermined by successive 

legal victories since 198 1 486 but remains the position of the largest party in the 

legislative assembly, the DUP, which provides the province’s First Minister in 

government.487 Walsh proposes that their continued ‘political supremacy depended 

upon the negative figuration and regulation [...] and the performance of [...] a distinctly 

masculine ethos.’488 The repeated use of the word ‘Sins’ in DRAG, imbricated with 

notions of guilt, disclosure, and newspaper sales alludes to the enormous influence that 

the ‘surveillance’ culture had on personal lives.

This mediatised surveillance culture had impacted directly on myself as a young queer 

man in the Lyric youth theatre (and had also impacted on its artistic director, see 

newspaper/surveillance discussion in Chapter One). This personal impact was shared 

with my collaborators and led to the development of this first scene. I also intended a 

double meaning here in that outside the province, the ‘Troubles’ sold many newspapers 

and served many journalistic careers while Ulster suffered under the burden of its ‘Sins’ 

of violence. Danny Morrison founded the ‘Feile An Phobail’ festival, where the second

aoc
~ Marian Duggan, Queering Conflict: Examining Lesbian and Gay Experiences of Homophobia and 

Northern Ireland (Farnham: Ashgate, 2012), p. 47.
486 See Chapter One.
487 Other political parties are much less homophobic in their discourse around matters of sexuality and 
equality legislation; notably Sinn Fein, Alliance and the Progressive Unionist Party, as mentioned in 
Chapter One.
488 Fintan Walsh, ‘Saving Ulster from Sodomy and Hysteria: Sex, Politics and Performance,’ in 
Contemporary Theatre Review, 23 (2013). 291-301 (p. 295).
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iteration of DRAG was performed, to counter the simplistic conflict rhetoric 

surrounding the people of West Belfast (my own area which is reflected in my 

autobiographical input in the piece).489 This echoes the idea of creating a counterpublic, 

adopted by the queer community and aligned to the civil rights motivation of such 

interventions.

This mediatised discourse of violence in the process of history generation in 

Northern Ireland, as Farquharson and Farrell point out, is symptomatic of the idea that 

‘if violence does not speak, in a technical sense, it does generate multiple histories, as 

men and women seek to make sense of, or construct and control the meaning of violent 

acts.’490 The confessional idiom through the balaclava in DRAG is used as a semiotic 

tool to disrupt these manipulated processes of history generation; and in particular how 

they affected the queer community. The queer man rebelling against his proscription 

by the State is conflated with the Northern Irish man complaining about his treatment 

by the wider world. This duel address is then aligned with the audience and their own 

personal lives that are hidden from their ‘mammy.’ The over-simplification of this 

discourse outside the province to the warring ethno-nationalist tribal binary model 

occluded any engagement with class, gender or sexual politics. Conrad points out that 

‘by framing the politics of Northern Ireland primarily as a matter of two ‘communities’ 

living alongside each other, the impetus for imagining Northern Irish political questions

489 In Feile An Phobail: A Sunburst of Celebration, (Belfast: Feile An Phobail, 2003), held in Feile 
Archive, Feile Offices, 473 Falls Road, Belfast BT12 6DD, Morrison explains that the festival impetus 
arose from a need to tackle the fact that ‘the people of the area [...] were demonised by the 
establishment and the media which only had the effect of increasing their sense of alienation.’ Indeed 
‘a member of Ian Paisley’s Democratic Unionist Party proposed that a wall be built around West 
Belfast.’ After a notorious period of violence in the area in spring 1988 (see Chapter Two), ‘in the 
subsequent media coverage, the people of West Belfast were depicted as “savages.”’ A countering 
voice against such media portrayals was the purpose of the Feile festival, which began that following 
summer.
490 Danine Farquharson and Sean Farrell, ‘Introduction’ in Shadows of the Gunmen, Violence and 
Culture in Modern Ireland, ed. by Danine Farquharson and Sean Farrell (Cork: Cork University Press, 
2008), pp. 1-13 (p. 2).
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more broadly is removed’491 [...] ‘and places queer politics even further outside of the 

possibilities entertained by the dominant public sphere.’492 The props (including the 

balaclava) in DRAG are engaged in Freeman’s notion of ‘semiotic warfare’ through a 

camp ‘engagement with, and adjustment of, the meanings society has, often 

uncritically, invested in material objects, which represent cultural and political 

ideology;’493 and playfully usurps this exclusionary tribal ideological binary. Its 

disidentificatory adjustment echoes McGuinness’s use of props in Carthaginians 

relying on, as Cregan posits, ‘camp’s dependence on insider signifiers mak[ing] it a 

culturally rooted queer prism through which inconsistencies and untruths can be 

highlighted.'494 The cultural untruths embedded in the perceived atavistic sectarian 

binary are highlighted by their use in DRAG through a pattern of disengaging from their 

perceived semiotic references in Northern Irish culture. Along with the gun and the 

accordion, the balaclava becomes a parody of its normal metaphorical through the 

cross-dressing in the performance and its ludic connotations. These three props 

normally steeped in hypermasculine significance in a Northern Irish ethnosectarian 

frame (the gun as a symbol of violence, the balaclava as a symbol of terror and the 

accordion as a symbol of parading) become the playthings of a drag queen. Their 

masculinity is exploded and their cultural potency is queered. As an added mechanism 

of reframing I often broke the fourth wall of performance between the actor and the 

audience using the props.

491 Kathryn Conrad, ‘Queering Community: Reimagining the Public Sphere in Northern Ireland’, 
Critical Review of International Social and Political Philosohpy, 9.4 (2006), 589-602 (p. 595).
492

493
Ibid., p. 599.
David Cregan, Frank McGuinness’s Dramaturgy of Difference and the Irish Theatre (New York: 

Peter Lang, 2011), p. 138.
494 Ibid., p. 122.
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Maybe some of you would like to watch me do it?

Like a chant or a mantra or a prayer or something 

Freaks

(lifts gun and threatens audience - winks at one cute man in front 

row)495

496

In response to being watched while applying his make up, the performer alludes 

to a religious overtone and then punctures the moment with an undermining ‘Freaks’ 

before pulling a gun on the audience. As with the balaclava, the gun ‘as a theatrical 

object is a crossroads, or rather a braiding (tressage) of semiotic functions,’497 which, 

as Andrew Sofer posits, ‘bring their own historical, cultural and ideological baggage 

on stage with them.’ 498 The gun speaks immediately of reckless violence when 

produced for such a minor perceived infringement of personal space by the voyeurism

495 Appendix I, Annotated Performance Script of Divided, Radical And Gorgeous, p. iii.
496 Image from video of Divided, Radical And Gorgeous, Paul Boyd performing.
497 Andrew Sofer, The Stage Life of Props (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 2003), p. 11.
498 Ibid., p. 17.
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of the spectators. The playful wink at the audience member deflates the initial shock 

and then it becomes overly sexualized as a phallic signifier as the performer lowers it 

to his crotch.

We know where your children go to school.500

The insidious marker of violence is reinstated by the threatening line about 

children, underlining a kind of submerged violent masculine ferity in Northern Irish 

society. Bairner proposes that:

the troubles have helped to create a society in which violence has been 

valorised to an even greater extent than in most western societies and 

this has implications which are likely to manifest themselves long after 

the political elements of the peace process have been put in place.501

499

500

501

Image from video of Divided, Radical And Gorgeous, Paul Boyd performing.
Appendix I, Annotated Performance Script of Divided, Radical And Gorgeous, p. iii.
Alan Bairner, Masculinity, Violence and the Peace Process, Capital & Class, 22 (1999), 125-44 (p.

127).
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The primary manifestation of this hangover from violent conflict is the continued 

dysfunctional use of space. The post-conflict era still resonates with a geopolitical 

territorialisation of urban space policed by ethnosectarian confines; and is marked by 

flags and murals. The largely religiously divided NI education system incorporates this 

territorial obsession and indeed children’s access to safe passage to and from school 

has occasionally been the subject of cross community tension. My own daily commute 

to school as a child was marked by engagement with the guns of British soldiers 

regularly pointed at me; and indeed I did get caught in crossfire once. Crossing urban 

boundaries and an associated systematic display of guns formed an indelible part of my 

childhood memories of Belfast life. Semiotics of costume too became important for my 

journey, when I became a teenager. The Catholic Christian Brothers decided that from 

the age of fourteen on we were not to wear our school uniforms as they marked us out 

as clearly Catholic; which was crucial for the safety of pupils who had to travel outside 

their own ethnosectarian area daily.

Costume became a marker of segregation and even the simple selection of 

colour was politically loaded. A green top perceived as republican worn in the wrong 

area has led, on several occasions, to the murder of the wearer. 51)2 Other sectarian 

markers such as one’s name, or school as perceived ethnic origin, have also led to hate 

crime attacks. I wanted to expose the insidious serial killer of bigotry and prejudice that 

lay just beneath the surface in the human condition, by conflating ethnosectarian crime 

with all crimes against a perceived ‘other.’ In the scene ‘An Ode to Our Silence,’ the 

performer stared close up into the camera lens, resulting in a large accusatory face 

projected onto the back wall. He recounted the murders of overweight blonde women, 

lying internet profilers, foreign taxi drivers, quirky lesbians and finally the audience of

CQ2
Most recently with the murder of Michael Mcllveen in 2006.
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the show themselves. Here the temporary community of the spectators are implicated 

as a public in allowing any kind of violence against minorities to continue in their own 

sphere of influence.

There is a serial killer loose in this town - he is killing those people with 

too many vowels in their surname

There is a serial killer loose in this town - he is killing people who wear 

the wrong colour on the wrong street

There is a serial killer loose in this town - he is killing those people that 

tuck their jeans into their boots

There is a serial killer loose in this town - he is killing gay men who lie 

about their age on gaydar and stapling their profile to their right hand - 

their mouse hand

There is a serial killer loose in this town - he is killing foreign taxi 

drivers, and painting their hands red with their knock-off paramilitary 

diesel.

There is a serial killer loose in this town - he is killing lesbians - but 

only the ones with those bad asymmetrical haircuts 

There is a serial killer loose in this town - he is killing people who go to 

strange experimental theatre shows in tiny venues503

This scene followed Munoz’s call for humour to engage as a political and pedagogical 

project in the queer disruption of ideology. In her review Burns found that DRAG'S 

community activation project was partly engaged through ‘references to fear and its 

opposite courage [...] are revealing in terms of the debate around moving sexual and

503 Appendix I, Annotated Performance Script of Divided, Radical And Gorgeous, p. ix-x.
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social politics forward,’ and that ‘fear in this ontology is disclosure of the potential for 

access to personal freedom.’504 The audience personally engaged, even temporarily, 

saw identity politics in a different way. They spoke of ‘different aspects and [...] 

different layers to identity’505 having been immersed in the performance’s play with 

fear, disclosure and confession. One audience member commented that the play had 

‘opened my eyes to the experiences of others and conflict between identities’ and 

another said they saw ‘identity politics in a different way [with] lots of different 

aspects/layers.’50(1 Their assembled queer paper devotions 507 had formed a bond 

amongst them even before they had entered the performance space and I sought to play 

on a fear of audience participation to energise their engagement; initially through fear 

of personal disclosure but then through the performer’s actual physical engagement. 

One audience member spoke for the others saying he was initially ‘terrified’ when he 

realised the paper devotions became the props that punctuated the show, but then 

gradually became ‘curious as to how they would be used.’508

504 Ellen Anne Burns, Appendix VI, An Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis of audience 
responses to DRAG by TheatreofplucK, June 2013, p. cxciii.
505 Ellen Anne Burns, Appendix VI, An Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis of audience 
responses to DRAG by TheatreofplucK, June 2013, p. cxviii.
506 Appendix Illb, p. Ixxviii and p. Ixxx.
507 See Chapter Four.
508 Appendix II, p. Iv.
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{to audience member USR)

Will you let me tell you two terrible secrets?

I need a confessional

You’ll do (puts balaclava on an audience member)

Thomas was a friend who always did what he was told....this one day

he took the compass from the pencil case and stabbed Johnny..... I said

I would kiss him if he did it... .1 wanted to see another boy cry... .or did

1 want to just kiss Thomas

(go to kiss audience member...maybe do)*1'0

Sl) 1 Image from video of Divided. Radical And Gorgeous, Paul Boyd performing.
510 Appendix I, Annotated Performance Script of Divided, Radical And Gorgeous, p. v.
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(looks back to mother’s chair at table)

We had been disconnected by design from the Troubles, wrapped in an 

unsegregated cotton wool.

Someone had to love a terrorist - that’s the other thing - he was so 

manly, in comparison to me...(fondles audience member) aren’t you?512

Some props (balaclava and gun), whose semiotics had been queerly undermined, were 

now crossing the performer/spectator divide, queering the spectator embodying them. 

I told the performer to always chose a female audience member and refer to their 

manliness, further undermining the masculine ideology inherent in the terrorist garb, 

parodying paramilitarism. As Urban proposed the purpose of such ‘parodies is to 

expose the limitation of prevalent ideologies and their means of representation, in this 

manner opening up different perspectives to both players and audience.’513 In this scene 

the chosen audience member becomes the childhood friend implicated in bullying and

511 Image from video of Divided, Radical And Gorgeous, Paul Boyd performing.
c 12

Appendix I, Annotated Performance Script of Divided, Radical And Gorgeous, p. vi.
^ 1 ^ Eva Urban, Community Poiltics and the Peace Process in Contemporary Northern Irish Drama 
(Bern: Peter Lang AG, 2011), p. 160.
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violence, highlighting the notion that playground games in a conflict zone such as 

Northern Ireland during the Troubles could have profound effects on the children 

involved; perhaps seeking out paramilitary routes as a form of empowerment later in 

life. Bairner proposed that such ‘self esteem [...] regards those men and boys who have 

inhabited a largely imagined landscape in which being hard was valorised.’514 The 

shared experience of myself, and my collaborators, was that our gay childhood 

engagement with such problematic valorising of masculinity, led us more strongly to 

seek solace (queer empowerment) across the two-community ethnosectarian divide.

Queer Space, Queer Love in the Closet.

The theoretical and physical notion of queer space as explored in Chapters One and 

Two, was a central player in the shared biographies of our queer performative 

collaboration in DRAG. It also figured strongly in the audience engagement with the 

piece. Burns notes that ‘several remark that gay clubs in the city were always neutral 

spaces,’ ‘the city was a ghost town apart from one gay club where Protestants and 

Catholics mixed with no hatred.’ ‘The notion of Queerspace, always felt like a safe 

space.’ T always considered ‘queer’ operating outside of politics.’515 The journey to 

this desegregated, abandoned city centre space is recounted by my ‘trans’formed 

performer, weaving in and out of abandoned vehicles echoing the experiences of 

English theatre-maker John Goodchild.516 In this scene the performer’s drama reflects 

the experience of myself and my collaborators (and other interviewees and audience

514 Alan Bairner. Masculinity, Violence and the Peace Process, Capital c£ Class, 22 (1999), 125-44 (p. 
131).
5l 5Ellen Anne Burns, Appendix VI, An Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis of audience 
responses to DRAG by TheatreofplucK, June 2013, p. cxcv.
516 See Appendix IVa, p. xcix.
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feedback from earlier iterations), that this coming together was an enormously positive 

experience and its anti-segregated positionality felt tangible.

(holds up hand to indicate music out for conversation with audience 

sitting on knee of person beside the girl, holding girls hand )

They say it’s good to talk about it - talk about what you’ve seen - but 

we skirted (play with skirt) around it - the stuff outside - we wanted to 

be together and forget that - reinvent ourselves - reinvent the way we 

saw each other. There was enough of all the bombing and shootings and 

stuff on the news every night. We made it up - (back on stage and turns 

around)

A queer future - in a new place - in a new time like.517

For many people attending the queer spaces of the city centre clubs and bars, however, 

the spatial transportation was temporary. As homosexuality was criminalised until 1982 

and severely stigmatised after that, a huge proportion of gay people stayed in the 

closet.^18 In DRAG I wished to activate the notion of uncovering, through queer 

memory, that which had been hidden in those queer spaces. I wished to engage the 

stories of what could have been alongside what might be possible now; we would never 

have used the word ‘queer’ in the 1980s as the performer uses it above. Ahmed’s notion 

of a queer phenomenology sees the body as ‘emerging] from a history of doing, which 

is also the history of not doing, of paths not taken [...] of what might have followed

517 Appendix I, Annotated Performance Script of Divided, Radical And Gorgeous, p. xi.
518 Further explored in Chapter Two. Also see interview with Marie McKnight in Appendix IVa, p. 
xcx.
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from such paths.' 519 The socio-political potentialities of the coalition of marginal 

bodies in the queer club spaces of Belfast in the Troubles remained largely unexplored; 

but their alternative community building impetus can inform the ways society 

recalibrates in the post-conflict era. The production here follows Freeman’s notion that 

‘queer spatial practices open the identity bound subject up to other coalitional 

possibilities, other kinds of selves, even to diagonal cuts across the social field’ with 

the performer acting as ‘a point of somatic contact between a single erotic body in the 

present tense and an experience coded as both [counterjpublic and past.’520 My use of 

the word counter here is to underline how such queer interventions must be made public 

to some degree in that they require an audience, but are also to some degree obfuscated. 

Freeman is exploring stigmatised marginal sexual practices and how they might 

converge with seemingly weightier concerns of time and history; turning the ‘queer 

body into an historiographic instrument [...] through the idiom of pleasure.’521 The 

section of DRAG where ethnosectarian identity, history and queer pleasure collide 

occurs when the protagonist falls in love with the closeted freedom fighter.

He could fuck me with a plastic bullet, a bible, in a bowler hat or with a 

silver fainne in his teeth and a shillelagh up my ass - He was fucking 

gorgeous.

This big dark man was gazing at her - I wanted all those costumes and 

props to mean nothing and everything at the same time.522

<5 1 Q
Ahmed, Sara, Queer Phenomenology (Durham: Duke University Press, 2006), p. 159.
Elizabeth Freeman, ‘Turn the Beat Around,’ Differences: A Journal of Feminist Cultural Studies, 

19.1 (2008), 32-70 (p. 38).
521 Ibid., p. 38.
522 Appendix I, Annotated Performance Script of Divided, Radical And Gorgeous, p. xii.
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The semiology of props that refer to state violence, religion, loyalism and Gaelic culture 

are conflated with sexual acts as a shocking signifier of their hold over identity politics 

in Northern Ireland; to debunk their power. They become sex toys rather than serious 

socio-political symbols. To a certain extent this section was a radical kick against any 

homonormative aesthetic that might see the ‘good’ post-conflict gay citizens fitting 

neatly into heterologic society that constrained their arena of influence; as opposed to 

the ‘bad’ queer who seeks to depose that society. As Sycamore proposes the ‘radical 

potential of queer identity lies in remaining outside - in challenging and seeking to 

dismantle the sickening culture that surrounds us.’523

524

523 Mattilda Bernstein Sycamore, ‘There’s more to life than platinum: challenging the tyranny of 
sweatshop-produced rainbow flags and participatory patriarchy,’ in That’s Revolting: Queer Strategies 
for Resisting Assimilation, ed. by Mattilda Bernstein Sycamore (Berkeley: Soft Skull Press, 2008), pp. 
1-7 (p. 6).
324 Image from video of Divided, Radical And Gorgeous, Paul Boyd performing.
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We tried to go straight but he killed a cop 

My beautiful closeted freedom fighter 

Just dancing to Vogue, and got shot in the face by 

My beautiful closeted freedom fighter 

He did his time, was only two years 

Under Mitchell’s Good Friday release pact 

We stayed in touch but he went to Stormont 

My beautiful closeted freedom fighter 

I voted for him cause he had a nice smile 

My beautiful closeted freedom fighter1’25

Another metonymic symbol 

is queered through its use by 

the drag queen performer; 

the accordion as symbol of

the loyalist parading culture. 

526 In DRAG the performer’s lover kills a policeman on the dance floor of the club. This 

alludes to the killing of policeman Darren Bradshaw in May 1997 in the Parliament bar 

in Belfast, which was the leading gay bar/club venue at the time. It marked the most 

tangible moment of impact of the conflict into the city’s queer spaces. I knew that many 

of the older gay audience members watching DRAG would remember this killing. I felt 

that any real life testimony based on queer nightclub culture of Belfast should not ignore 

this tragic event; the performer slows in the song and his voice breaks movingly. It 

marked one of the key moments of shared emotional response between myself, and my

Appendix I, Annotated Performance Script of Divided, Radical And Gorgeous, p. xiv. 
526 Image from video of Divided, Radical And Gorgeous, Paul Boyd performing.
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queer collaborators, and had to be marked in performance. It reflects the shock that 

resonated amongst the queer community at the time.

The cop’s murder in DRAG, however, happens years before the Good Friday 

Agreement in the early 1990s allowing for him to be part of the post-conflict agreement 

on prison sentences. The closeted freedom fighter, once released from jail, feels that 

his queerness must be hidden for him to join the devolved government. His shame is a 

testament to the lack of progress that could possibly be achieved by maintenance of this 

closeted space. The closet can become poisonously problematic in public power 

relations, where the individual can actually become more homophobic to hide their own 

queerness. Warner proposes that ‘a relation to others [...] begins with the 

acknowledgment of all that is most abject and least reputable in oneself,’ and that ‘you 

stand to learn most from the people you think are beneath you [...] put a wig on before 

you judge.’527 In order to affect real change, a queer person in a position of power must 

first come to terms with their own queer identity; something which is now reflected in 

some parts of local government in the province.

Many Identities under the Queer Umbrella.

in scenes where some mad drag queen is likely to find the one thing most 

embarrassing to everyone and scream it at the top of her lungs - in these 

and other scenes it may seem that life has been freed from any attempt 

at respectability or dignity [...] to test the limits of shame.528

527 Michael Warner, The Trouble with Normal: Sex, Politics and the Ethics of Queer Life (Cambridge: 
Harvard University Press, 1999), p. 35.
528 Ibid., p. 34.
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One key scene, which elicited an extremely positive response at each iteration of 

DRAG, was the description of all the different types of gays that the performer 

illustrates by dancing around the tiny stage in an exaggerated parody of identities.529 

This scene provides the clearest attack on an essentialised approach to identity and its 

construction. What starts as a simple list of Gay, Lesbian, Bisexual and Trans cliches 

embodied by the performer in a parodic dance, quickly moves into a frantic, ridiculous 

list that exposes the pointlessness of any attempt to pigeon-hole people into this 

subjective box or that personality stereotype.

The performer speeds around the stage to the point of exhaustion reaching an angry 

climax of despair at the task of trying to detail every single person in the queer 

community. Any notion of shame in a failure to achieve some sort of ‘socially

C^Q t

See Appendix Ilia, Illb, Kept me wonder where you were taking us “counting differences” - yes,’ 
‘Highly entertaining and its sharp humour provides helpful insight into the construction of identities.’ 
‘Different gay styles - best about the show,’ ‘Brilliant in terms of text, performing skills, 
choreography,’ ‘I believe this scene has a greater, global resonance and is not limited only to N.I., both 
the list and the song acquire universal reference when juxtaposed while the list is how the others see 
and define a person.’

Image from video of Divided, Radical And Gorgeous, Paul Boyd performing.
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desirable’ identity position is laughably exploded in the drag queen’s sharp-witted 

attack.

And you know what - make the list as long as you bloody want - we are 

all fecked up anyhow - in our own delightful special little ways - 

celebrate your cunting differences you shitheads!531

The performer sinks into the paper pile from which they emerged, hugging the bits 

close, as if each piece of paper represents an undiscovered queer identity.

(exhausted and with urgency - searching through papers)

You know what we need to write all this down -

How we got here - got to be all these different people.533

531 Appendix I, Annotated Performance Script of Divided, Radical And Gorgeous, p. xvi.
" Image from video of Divided, Radical And Gorgeous, Paul Boyd performing.

533 Appendix I, Annotated Performance Script of Divided, Radical And Gorgeous, p. xvii.
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Showing how we got to be all these different people is exactly what DRAG attempts to 

do; expose an obfuscated narrative of multiple queer identities in Northern Ireland. I 

knew that showing everything was an impossibility, so I wanted to allude to the fact 

that there were many more untold stories using the hundreds of bits of paper. Some of 

these missing stories were shared in the post show discussions.534 The most humorous 

and enlightening one emerged after the last performance in the Courtyard Theatre. One 

audience member described how a rather camp gay man, who lived in the loyalist 

stronghold of Sandy Row, wanted to join the UDA535 paramilitaries in the late 1970s. 

Finally getting an interview he was asked if he could kill a man, the campy voiced

reply, after a long pause, was ‘..... eventually.’536 This sexualised response usurps the

masculine rhetoric of the Troubles, puncturing the perceived status of the UDA in his 

community.

Burns proposes that in DRAG, the audience are in a ritualistic liminal state 

‘freed from the demands of daily life,’ that ‘enable[d] them to affiliate with multiple 

identities.’537 Queer identity politics in performance would, as Smith calls for, ‘be 

intersectional in that it organizes around multiple identities,’ and theatre might allow 

the ‘central ideas of queer theory [to] be understood by intelligent and experienced 

people outside the academy.’ 538 Myself and my collaborators were engaged in 

autobiographical performance practices, as espoused by Hughes and Roman, which 

‘involved a continuous negotiation between our sense of private and public selves,’

534
535

And in the two panel discussions that formed a research background to this study.
Ulster Defence Association is one of the paramilitary organisations from the loyalist/Protestant 

demographic in the province formed in 1971.
536
537

Appendix II. p. Ixiii.
Ellen Anne Burns, Appendix VI, An Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis of audience 

responses to DRAG by TheatreofplucK, June 2013, p. cxcviii.
5^8 Smith, Ralph R., ‘Queer Theory, Gay Movemements, and Political Communication,’ Journal of 
Homosexuality, 45.2-4 (2003), 345-348 (p. 347).
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which brought ‘into representation the diversity of queer life and also provides a space 

where queer people themselves can rehearse key issues and concerns.’539 Rehearsing 

these public/private concerns on stage with the audiences of DRAG, allowed the 

counterpublic impetus a space of cultural intervention. Burns found that the production 

‘evidences a compelling and revealing debate which served to cross pollinate 

experiences of the troubles and sexual identities between generations, cultures and 

traditions both in Northern Ireland and further afield.’540 Through the protagonist’s 

journey in DRAG, I wished to illustrate the insidious effects of living in a homophobic 

culture and counter its dual oppression of surveillance and disallowance; engaging 

empathetically with the audience to show that oppression. Duggan proposes that, 

‘disallowance includes the failure to permit homosexual discourses, identities, 

autonomy, support, information, space, security, experiences and access to rights of 

passage.’541 She calls for a presentation of these queer ‘powerful journeys’ as the tool 

by which the oppressive mechanisms can be dismantled, and I would say held to 

account. DRAG stages the historiographical research embodied in these individual 

journeys while imbricating a dissemination of the queer sociocultural agency 

discovered. As Heddon espouses:

They are performances of aspiration and possibility, creative acts that

have the potential to contribute to ongoing social transformations.

519 Holly Hughes and David Roman, eds., O solo homo: the new queer performance (New York: Grove 
Press, 2007), p. 7.
540 Ellen Anne Burns, Appendix VI, An Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis of audience 
responses to DRAG by TheatreofplucK, June 2013, p. cc.
541 Marian Duggan, Queering Conflict: Examining Lesbian and Gay Experiences of Homophobia and 
Northern Ireland (Farnham: Ashgate, 2012), p. 117.
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Looking at the past through the present we are urged to consider the 

future and what we might chose to make there.542

This consideration of the future is staged in the final vignette of DRAG, where, 

in response to a ‘Dear John’ letter from his politician/paramilitary boyfriend, the 

protagonist rips of their wig to don the bejewelled Mohican topped final balaclava.

But I will not be some ironic tranny in a wig!544 

In a reversal of the beaten and bruised naked figure, taking the blame, at the beginning, 

we are now presented with a proud image of a queer person beyond gendered roles, 

who is eager to accept responsibility, to move forward; grabbing the large hanging light 

bulb as if grabbing that future.

542 Deirdre Heddon, Autobiography and Performance (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2008), p. 
172.
543 Images from video of Divided, Radical And Gorgeous, Paul Boyd performing.
' 4 Appendix I, Annotated Performance Script of Divided, Radical And Gorgeous, p. xviii.
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I intended the somatechnic of the balaclava to resonate with a paramilitary aesthetic, 

queered by the crystal flames and tear decoration, arming the performer as a punk queer 

warrior. Burns sees DRAG as ‘a tool, a weapon that could serve to empower young 

people and the LGBT community [...] using theatre as a weapon for liberation.’547 The

545 Image from video of Divided, Radical And Gorgeous, Paul Boyd performing.
546 Image from video of Divided, Radical And Gorgeous, Paul Boyd performing.
547 Ellen Anne Burns, Appendix VI, An Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis of audience 
responses to DRAG by TheatreofplucK, June 2013, p. clxxxi.
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impulse for queer subjectivities to emerge from the shadows of marginal desire is 

attested to in the form of an angry punk torch song.

We’re not invisible now 

We’re here to be counted 

You’ll not be pushed to the ground 

If you’re lost 

You’ll be found 

Do you hear me?

I won’t forget who you are 

Just hold your head up 

I’ll be the freak that’s unique 

Be the Queer without fear 

Can’t you see me?

We were Divided,

Radical and Gorgeous,

Divided,

Radical,

And Gorgeous !S48

The queer community described in the performance may have been ‘Divided’ from 

each other (across the two-community segregation, and from heternormative society), 

but they came together in a ‘Radical’ way; ‘And’ looked ‘Gorgeous’ while doing it. In

cao
Lyrics by Niall Rea and Robert Brown for Punk Torch Song, Appendix I, Annotated Performance 

Script of Divided, Radical And Gorgeous, p. xix-xx.
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presenting a new queer performance (both inspired by existing queer texts and from 

personal histories) DRAG explores sexual (and social) identity politics in Northern Irish 

culture and moves the debate beyond a simple model, which places gay identities 

outside the heteronormative binaries. As a performative intervention it sought to 

galvanise an existing queer Northern Irish community. Its cross-community 

presentation, worked to highlight common identity-construct constrictions in the 

province and the shared civil rights of all sections of society, not just queer people. It 

sought to mediate between the past and the present, between the different sections of 

Northern Irish society, and through foregrounding queer experiences of the Troubles it 

questioned the dominant conflict and post-conflict discourses.
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Chapter Six: Conclusion.

A significant conclusion of this research is that queer performance practices in Northern 

Ireland have a disruptive, desegregated potentiality that could form part of a 

counterpublic intervention in post-conflict Northern Irish society. My combined 

theoretical and practical interrogation of NI queer performance has found that this 

premise is conceptually valid, theatrically possible and politically desirable if society 

is to move forward and the peace processes of the last twenty years are to continue. My 

analysis of homosexual characters on stage in the province revealed a recurring trope, 

which was utilised by theatre makers to point to alternative identities outside the 

dominant two-community ethnosectarian model. They often exploited the destabilising 

agency of queer characters using a sexual/social slippage in performance to achieve 

this. Queer approaches can help uncover more nuanced and incommensurable degrees 

of socio-political subjectivities far beyond the simple two-community sectarian rhetoric 

in the province.

My thesis makes an important contribution to knowledge through a 

reassessment of some previously researched plays, and an original examination of 

hidden and non-canonical performance texts. It produces a necessary contextualisation 

of queer cultural interventions in Northern Irish society over the historical period 

covering the conflict and details the formation of a post-conflict counterpublic cultural 

praxis by TheatreofplucK and others. Importantly, the approach reclaims some queer 

interventions from previously unresearched theatre companies and playwrights, whose 

political dramaturgies align queer with class and feminist concerns. The power of the 

cross-dressed performer was found to be particularly powerful in its socioculturally 

disordering (and reordering) agency. It was found that populist entertainment can 

sometimes contain intersexed performances, which reinforce problematic cultural
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stereotypes but a destabilising agency remains dormant within them, ready to influence 

future cultural readings.

The approach I developed then imbricated these examinations within 

strategically queer dramaturgies in the construction of my praxis. The resultant 

contribution to knowledge is also made in a relational and processual engagement 

between the practice performance piece and its surrounding documentation. There 

emerged in both the theoretical research and in the implementation of the praxis, a 

theme of minoritarian ‘world making’ which confronted conservative heterologic 

processes of surveillance and disallowance. This resulted in a critical paradigm of 

engagement that recognised the insidious markers of ritualised ethnosectarian 

performances of identity in Northern Ireland and worked to expose and emasculate their 

sociopolitical potency. As a Northern Irish queer man, theatre-maker and researcher I 

consciously situated myself within the autobiographical elements of the construction of 

the practice performance. This study follows Campbell’s premise that ‘research, theatre 

practice and activism could all merge in a liberating way that could have an impact 

beyond [the] academy.’549

[...] since inequality and oppression are ultimately performances - all 

firmly grounded in socially constructed categories that prescribe roles 

of dominance and subordination - for which there are no original 

scripts, new, non-dichotomous ways of being in the world will have to 

be envisioned and acted upon if an egalitarian future is to be made 

possible. Those explicitly attempting to undertake performances of

549 Alyson Campbell, Border Crossings, Theatre Communications Group, 
www.tcgcirclc.org/2014/06/border-crossings/ accessed 11th June 2013.

235



equality will play vitally important roles in the construction of a non- 

oppressive future.?''()

If Schacht is correct in his assertion, then a continued countercultural engagement by 

TheatreofplucK, OUTBURST Queer Arts Festival and others is not only desirable, but 

necessary.

This thesis suggests several avenues for further research. Firstly a continued 

attention to queer characters in the performance heritage of Northern Ireland, as my 

analysis does not set out to be an exhaustive chronology. Comparing and contrasting 

Northern Irish queer characters in performance with those across the border in the 

Republic of Ireland, or other provinces within the United Kingdom would also be 

productive. Further I would suggest that examining the experiences of queer 

communities in other countries undergoing social upheaval could be a useful apposite 

to this study. One notable comparative that I would highlight is the cultural intervention 

of the Loud & Queer Cabaret in Edmonton, Alberta, in Canada,'1’51 where being gay in 

1991 was seen as ‘against church teachings’552 and could result in an individual being 

dismissed from their job. From its beginning as a one-night marginal queer enterprise 

in defiance of a public discourse determined to snuff out their emergent identity 

practices, the queer Canadian artists formed a counterpublic intervention which 

radically altered their position in society and secured an expanding equality agenda in

550 Steven P. Schacht, ‘Beyond the Boundaries of the Classroom: Teaching About Gender and 
Sexuality at a Drag Show,’ in Journal of Homosexuality, 46.3-4 (2004), 225-40 (p. 238).
551 This is a largely rural, conservative province in Canada and is the fourth biggest in terms of 
population. Northern Ireland is also a largely rural province and is the fourth biggest in the United 
Kingdom.
<5^2 Darrin Hagen, Queering the Way: The Loud & Queer Anthology (Victoria: Brindle & Glass 
Publishing Ltd., 2011), p. 1.
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the public sphere. Twenty years later, artistic director Darrin Hagen celebrated this 

cultural transformation:

In the hothouse environment of Loud & Queer, a frankness emerged, 

sometimes a defiance. The word spread. The work spread. The way 

branched repeatedly, creating new paths to success. Supreme Court 

judges agreed with our instinctive expectation of fair treatment. The tide 

changed, finally. And we felt that change as it swept through our lives. 

It was like coming up for air after decades of holding our breath. Every 

time a community gathers and shares its stories, every time the words 

are spoken out loud, history changes inexorably to make space, to allow 

for new thoughts to exist. The ripples that move out are small but 

unstoppable.553

Any cross fertilisation between queer cultural practices across geographies can be 

usefully researched, imitated and exploited. Finally, in terms of performance studies 

more generally, my queer dramaturgical methodologies lend themselves to strategic 

processes of performance production and analysis that disrupt heteronormative 

framing. Staging diverse queer experiences in this way places the incommensurable 

degrees of subjectivities centre-stage alongside queer, class and feminist political 

agendas; resisting normative modes of hierarchical knowledge production and 

valuation. It strives, as Freeman espouses, to ‘deliver queer and socialist messages often 

packaged in relation to one another: Work together, Revel in difference, Fight 

exploitation. Decode ideology, Invest resistance.’ 554 The safe delivery of these

553 Ibid., p. 7.
554 Elizabeth Freeman, in Judith Halberstam, The Queer Art of Failure (Durham: Duke University 
Press, 2011), p. 21.
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messages will involve a move away from primary identity claims grounded in sameness 

towards a coalition of difference in identification. TheatreofplucK's and OUTBURST’S 

continued intervention in the Northern Irish public sphere as a counterpublic voice 

foregrounds discourse around sexual identity precisely because it disturbs 

ethnosectarian, religious and ideological discourses as well; relishing in a queer process 

of questioning and resisting the normal.
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Appendix I - Annotated Performance Script of Divided, Radical, And Gorgeous - 
Third Iteration.

(The audience members place their personal pieces of ‘queer' paper devotions on the 

stage - adding to the pile already there)

(Music - A disembodied voice - a pile of paper - a dressing room mirror - a camera)

Ok

I’ll take them, give it to me, all of them.

It’s all my fault

It’s all my fucking fault

It always finishes this way

Did he punch me or did I punch him?

Why? Why?

Well this face is sore - her crazy, painted, mouthy face.

(laughs - the mound of paper shudders)

There’s a strange sweet smell - still it’s awful

It burns his throat - the pain is moving from his stomach to the back of his head

(a figure emerges from beneath the paper )

It’s moving up and up

(stands cruciform in paper coat - coat drops to floor)

(practice final song a little - unintelligible words)

This love and conflict story never quits 

(kicks paper)
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It’s all my fault

I’ll accept it

It’s all my fucking fault

I’ve got to answer for everything

(put microphone into stand)

It starts in silence 

{Music stops)

(Go to examine bruise in mirror - put on underwear) 

This is not a biography 

It has fuck all to do with me

It’s just a bunch of stories that relate to each other - don’t try to read anything deep or 

meaningful into any of this

I don’t want to take you on some angst-ridden journey through my troubles, ...your

troubles, our troubles

(cover up bruise with make up)

I am not gonna be sharing any of my inner most secrets - or confessing any sins.

That is...unless you want me to. Confess some sins.

Some dark, dirty sins that you will be shocked by. Some disgusting sins. Some 

horrifying sins that make you feel so much more superior to me.

(puts on balaclava as a confessional - kneels)

Some filthy sins that might make your pants a little tighter. Some shameful sins, that 

you’Id hate your mammy to know, or something awful that eventually ends up on 

bakebook
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Some sins from long ago when things were nasty? Some sins that we don’t want to 

remember? Some of my sins. Some of your sins. Some of our sins. Sins. Sins. Sins.....

{stands)

The rest of the world wanted to leave us in our sin - let us rot in it - after all it sold 

newspapers - advertising space - column inches

{sits at mirror and looks in camera and turns up mirror lights)

If I say it like this is it funny yet?

{takes off balaclava- put on some simple top)

We started working on this a while ago - maybe we are all procrastinating bitches 

- we should have solved all these things ages ago - but it dragged on and on - DRAGed 

on and on 

L.O.L.

{finds a piece of paper on floor that says “Applying The Slap! ” and shows it to the 

camera for audience to see projected on back wall)

{start doing the make up - looking in camera - long pause)

I bet you’re wondering if I’m gonna do all of this make up 

All my buffing and blending 

{do cheek bones)

Cutting my cheek bones to oblivion 

{more highlights)

pressing powder on my imperfections 

{more powder)
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That might take forever

Maybe some of you would like to watch me do it?

Like a chant or a mantra or a prayer or something 

Freaks

(lifts gun and threatens audience - winks at one cute man in front row)

The sister is crazy - she is sick now but even when she was well she was crazy - ‘we 

know where your children go to school’

(writes a new piece of paper)

She would scelp the legs of any kids caught troubling me - those lads were scared of 

her. We all had to look out for each other then.

(The piece of paper says "The parable of my psychic sister and the tin of tennants! ” he 

shows it to the camera for audience to see projected on back wall)

(xylophone music begins)

We grew up in Rathcoole in the 1980s. She always used to wear these white skinny 

jeans and wedgies, looking like something from a Hawaiian Tropic advert. She was 

crazy and she used to tell me and everyone else she was psychic. So every Friday she 

goes down the local working men’s club spending her family allowance and getting 

pissed. She would be in the corner dancing to some crazy happy face techno shite 

(dance over to side)

This particular Friday she had one of these psychic revelations. She sees wee Jimmy 

across at the end of the bar in his wee beanie hat and bomber jacket (Be Jimmy)

’Well, what about yeh?’ (Be the sister) She says to wee Jimmy, ‘Jimmy, I’ve had a 

bepiphany!’ - ‘Jimmy I can see a grey cloud over your head, and it means trouble for 

you, whatever it is you’re meant to be doin the mara, don’t be doin it! D’yah hear 

me?'(Be Jimmy) ‘Wha? Who have you been talking to love? Way on and give ma head 

pace before yah get us both in trouble.’ (Be the sister) ‘Trust me Jimmy I can tell these 

things, I’m Psychic, Don’t be doin it Jimmy, honestly!’ (Be Jimmy)

'Alright love, sure away and get yourself sorted.’ (Be the sister)

‘Lillian, Jimmy says I can have a double vodka diet coke and 2 e’s please, thanks love.’ 

Ok fast forward to two weeks later, (spin around twice)
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So there is my sister back at the club and wearing the same white jeans and the same 

wedgies with a brand new wee top from C&A, dancing to some happy crazy face techno 

shite when suddenly she is called upstairs to the big room, where the local paramilitary 

organization were having a meeting. She is surrounded by a semi circle of men in 

balaclavas - hot right? (Be the paramilitary) ‘We have reason to believe that you might 

be a police informant.’ (Be the sister) ‘Wha? Wha’r youse talking about?’ (Be the 

paramilitary) ‘You told wee Jimmy not be doing the fuckin bank robbery and we got 

fuckin lifted for it.’ (Be the sister) ‘Whatda you mean?’ (Be the paramilitary) ‘Are you 

a police informant or wha?’ (Be the sister) ‘Listen I say nathin, I didn’t tell your wife 

you were cheatin on her now did a?’ (points to himself and gestures a blow job)

Ok - I don’t remember how she finished this story when she told it to me - I have three 

possible endings for you (standing on chair)

Number one - My sister comes teetering down the stairs wiping dirt from the knees of 

her skinny white jeans and wiping excess bodily fluids from the side of her mouth. 

(slurp)

Number two - the men surround my sister like lions in a safari desert, tearing her limb 

from limb, as me, her wee bother, watches on in horror! (screams)

Number three - My sister, sensing the danger in the room, backs away slowly towards 

an open window teetering on her wedgies and stands on an unseen tin of Tennants - 

you know, you remember the ones with the porno girls on them, with the titties? So she 

slips on the tin and falls backwards out the window to her death beloooooow

(music crescendos to finish)

(turns up foot lights)

This set was left over from another piece - they didn’t get the funding they had 

anticipated - It started in silence - (pulls down top to form mini skirt) - If he says it like 

this is it funny yet ?

He discovered drag when he was eighteen years old at a time of raves and new wave 

music!
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(music) Imagine a much younger Paul in tight little skirt

Full of hope - idealistic - young - pure - untainted by life - happy

(another piece of paper for camera from the floor - “Mummy’s boy, bullying and guilty 

bombs ”)

(returning to mirror - more make up)

I remember mummy getting dressed to go out. I'd sit beside her on a wee poof drinking 

my hot milk. Watching fascinated as she made herself beautiful, or rather. Rather. 

(lipstick) Rather. More beautiful. She always had the most beautiful flawless skin. Like 

a porcelain doll really, (false eyelashes) A fine china doll made of porcelain. And I just 

sat there and watched her. She preferred me here beside her - Dad watched the nine 

o’clock news in the other room but she didn’t want me to watch it - ‘too violent’ she 

said. After all I was her........ her

(piano music)

First there was dear

Then there was special 

Now we have dear, special

Then there was worrying,

Now we have dear, special, worrying

After there was gay 

Then there was queer 

Then there was homo

Then there were jibes 

Then there were spits 

Then there were fists 

Then there were kicks 

Then there were bombs 

Then there was destruction
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Then (here was annihilation 

(sound effect of massive explosion)

Stop running your word holes, the lot of yeh!

He hadn’t even grown into his face yet, and he cried like a little girl....cried like a 

girl...that’s sexist isn’t it?...hut that’s what he was told...he didn’t care...it was his 

world turned upside down now....how could people be let die like that?

For the first time he thought (covers eyes)

“Fate might not exist and Life is random”

(to audience member USR)

Will you let me tell you two terrible secrets?

I need a confessional 

You’ll do

(puts balaclava on an audience member)

I had these two special friends at school, Thomas and Johnny.

Thomas, or was it Johnny, ................ any ways....one of them went on to join one of

the local paramilitary groups....Fm not sure which one it was....he told me at the 

time....but they were both dyslexic so you know...acronyms weren’t the best .... we 

thought the LVF were the Loyalist Volunteer Faggots, and IFRFA? Sure they were 

Irish Fighters Ready For Anything, and the UAT? That was Ulster Against Taigs of 

course.

Thomas was a friend who always did what he was told....this one day he took the

compass from the pencil case and stabbed Johnny.....I said I would kiss him if he did

it....I wanted to see another boy cry....or did I want to just kiss Thomas 

(go to kiss audience member...maybe do)

But I had caused one to injure the other ....I still feel guilty about it.......(to audience

member) Do you?
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(steps away from audience member)

What if by our tiniest actions we release something terrible into the world?

(begins to cry)

Something awful, something dangerous, something ugly

Some sort of Bogbeast (smiles)....We dated a few of those...don’t judge!

(sees gun on table and lifts it)

Did that make me fall in love with a killer later on...that guilt?

Did I wanna change him to make up for things?

(back to audience member and put gun in his hand)

He broke a wall for me....I was ‘in transition'

Politically....and sexually!

(looks back to mother at table)

We had been disconnected by design from the Troubles, wrapped in an unsegregated 

cotton wool.

Someone had to love a terrorist - that’s the other thing - he was so manly, in 

comparison to me...(fondles audience member) aren’t you?

I became militant

I joined the Ulster Branch of the GFP, the Gay Fashion Police love (removes balaclava 

from audience member)

(looks audience member up and down) ...good thing for you we’ve announced a 

ceasefire.

There is a dissident grouping I believe (sits) so you better watch yourself

(another piece of paper for camera - “An Ode to Our Silence ”)

(violin music)

There is a serial killer loose in this town - he is killing large blonde women - cutting 

off their hair and using it to stuff decorated pillows
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There is a serial killer loose in this town - he is killing those people with too many 

vowels in their surname

There is a serial killer loose in this town - he is killing people who wear the wrong 

colour on the wrong street

There is a serial killer loose in this town - he is killing those people that tuck their jeans 

into their boots

There is a serial killer loose in this town - he is killing gay men who lie about their age 

on gaydar and stapling their profile to their right hand - their mouse hand

There is a serial killer loose in this town - he is killing foreign taxi drivers, and painting 

their hands red with their knock-off paramilitary diesel.

There is a serial killer loose in this town - he is killing lesbians - but only the ones with 

those bad asymmetrical haircuts

There is a serial killer loose in this town - he is killing people who go to strange 

experimental theatre shows in tiny venues

{put on wig)

She met HIM at a party somewhere - in an abandoned area of town - all scary steel 

gates and soldiers - hot right?

I mean you had to fight your way through three checkpoints just to get anywhere, (puts 

on glitter lipstick) There coulda been an assault? I mean - all those soldiers just brazenly 

patrolling the streets in their uniforms. We might have been detained for ‘gross’ 

behaviour - sexual battery of her majesty’s forces? I shoulda been so \ucky{finishes 

make up in camera) If she says it like this is it funny yet?

(puts on high heel shoes and finds another piece of paper for camera in them- “The 

Queer Club and the Tranny Gaze’’)

(drinks her vodka diet coke and fans paper)
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That one night I had a few drinks before I went out - then there was the black taxi ride 

down the road - we were all crowded in - We were coming down weaving in and out 

of burning buses - It was a geg - She laughed like it didn’t matter - She didn't mean it 

- Just then a taxi with flames coming out the windows flies down from a hill up to the 

left - the taxi we’re in swerves to avoid it.

Nothing was gonna stop us from our wee night out together (club music begins)

We found the entrance and went in up the stairs - the music was smashing the walls in 

the distance - A hot doorman revealed his face in the wee window in the door of the 

club - And then when we got in we turned around and realised it was a woman! 

(become a lesbian) bout ye!

(pulls 1980s puffball skirt from handbag and ties it around waist)

I always knew how to make an entrance - (turn to face the club) She loved the room 

and the room loved her - that fabulous space, the only space where she truly belonged.

(plays with dimmer switch to give disco effect on lights)

As she sparked up a silk cut a girl from the scene said hello.

(Uses someone in the audience for this)

‘Oh hiya - I haven’t seen you in ages - you look amazing”

‘Ach so do you’ - she didn’t mean it 

‘We have to get out some night soon’

‘Definitely’ - she didn’t mean it 

‘Get a wee boogie with you later on?’

‘Totally’ - she didn’t mean it

(holds up hand to indicate music out for conversation with audience sitting knee of 

person beside the girl, holding girls hand )

They say it’s good to talk about it - talk about what you’ve seen - but we skirted (play 

with skirt) around it - the stuff outside - we wanted to be together and forget that - 

reinvent ourselves - reinvent the way we saw each other. There was enough of all the 

bombing and shootings and stuff on the news every night. We made it up - (back on 

stage and turns around)

A queer future in a new place - in a new time like.
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(music resumes - turns LED lights on in skirt)

The smoke filled room smelt of beer stained carpet and Obsession

All these punks and faggots dancing their asses off - from both sides - sure who gave

a fuck. They had enough people giving them shit out there, that didn’t matter in here.

She needed a drink (dances) - she made mingling look like a new dance craze (moves)

Big Freddy behind the bar - pouting, tutting and strutting through a nights work - camp

bitch but you would’nt mess with her

‘Ach love how are you?’ - vodka diet coke

‘Any craic with you?’ - vodka diet coke

‘Ach your grannies dead?’ - vodka diet coke

‘you take care of yourself - she didn’t mean it

Then she saw him down the other end of the bar- sleeveless ripped t-shirt from top man 

- jet black hair holding a pint of Guinness - His arms were gorgeous - Celtic knot 

tattoo - The other side - Hot right?

She quickly grabbed a pint glass off Freddy - it makes your hands look smaller 

Just in time too - cause he turned around

(turns on the lightbulb - scene freezes - music out - walks slowly towards lightbulb)

A tranny gaze

A tranny gaze when they’re munters is pervy 

But when they’re hot its.............Mmmmmm

He could fuck me with a plastic bullet, a bible, in a bowler hat or with a silver fainne 

in his teeth and a shillelagh up my ass - He was fucking gorgeous.

This big dark man was gazing at her - I wanted all those costumes and props to mean 

nothing and everything at the same time.

(music starts again)
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(approaches lightbulb)

I could feel his eyes staring at me - she gravitated towards him

‘Could you pass me a straw - I need something to suck on’

Oh boke! - but he bought it and laughed - and gave me the straw

‘Ach thanks - It’s new - Is it not too short?’ (turns)

‘Oh you like them? They’d be better round your neck?’ - OH BOKE!

‘No - I’m not looking a boyfriend - I just wanna have fun’ - she didn’t mean it

Then his friend dragged him off to dance 

‘Oh and 1 hope to see you too’ - she did mean it.

(club music fades - LED skirt lights off)

You see - there was a time before we started punching each other.

When he would have done anything for me.

Maybe because he was too busy with his fucking freedom fighting

I was the real queer in the house, he was just a provisional queer, but what I needed 

was a continuity queer.

One sec (“TVzc Ballad of The Closeted Freedom Fighter” written on the accordion and 

shown to the camera)

(begins to play)

“The ballad of the closeted freedom fighter”

(sings)

We marched down the road but he always wore shades

My beautiful closeted freedom fighter

We were screaming at night but he swore in the day

My beautiful closeted freedom fighter

We had fun in the sack but he never stayed over



My beautiful closeted freedom fighter 

We argued the craic and he spanked like a pro 

My beautiful closeted freedom fighter 

He took me to mass, I swallowed him after 

My beautiful closeted freedom fighter 

We tried to stay true but he chased the skirts 

My beautiful closeted freedom fighter 

We tried to go straight but he killed a cop 

My beautiful closeted freedom fighter 

Just dancing to Vogue, and got shot in the face by 

My beautiful closeted freedom fighter 

He did his time, was only two years 

Under Mitchell’s Good Friday release pact 

We stayed in touch but he went to Stormont 

My beautiful closeted freedom fighter 

I voted for him cause he had a nice smile 

My beautiful closeted freedom fighter 

We voted for him cause he had a nice smile 

My beautiful closeted freedom fighter

Now 1 just see his face on posters with slogans on them 

But that night, there in the club 

It WAS love at first sight

(club music returns)

He looked at me as his friend dragged him away 

‘Oh and I hope to see you too’ - she did mean it.

He is sucked off into the crowd - my crowd - Look at them all - dancing away 

Okay

(turns lightbulb down - attention back to club)
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My point by point demonstration on how to identify all of your gays in their natural 

habitat!

(after each list a repeated physical list dance)

First there was gay

Then there was lesbian 

Now we have gay and lesbian

Then there was bisexual

Now we have gay, lesbian, and bisexual

Then there was transsexual

Now we have gay, lesbian, bisexual, and transsexual 

Then there was queer

Now we have gay, lesbian, bisexual, transsexual, and queer

Then there was the curious breeder, (that’s the heteros who hang out in gay bars cause 

they are more fun - predominantly taigs)

Now we have gay, lesbian, bisexual, transsexual, queer and curious breeders

Then there was CDS - cross dressing straight, (that’s when a married man dresses up 

in his wife’s clothes and heads out about town)

Now we have gay, lesbian, bisexual, transsexual, queer, curious breeder and CDS

Then there was transbi, (that’s basically the same as the one before but sleeps around a 

lot)

Now we have gay, lesbian, bisexual, transsexual, queer, curious breeder, CDS, and 

transbi

Then there was Narnian, (They’re so far in the closet they’re having tea with mister 

Tumnus...and don’t worry you girls are eating muffins with missus beaver - and not
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surprisingly mostly free Presbyterians) (hops like a satyr) Awk hello Iris (hops) bout 

ye Ken (hops) Jeffrey can I get the number of that sports masseur of yours?

Now we have gay, lesbian, bisexual, transsexual, queer, curious breeder, CDS, transbi, 

and the free P. Narnians

Then there was the gender disidentified (fucking swotty academics)

(nasal snort) Foucault, (nasal snort) Butler, (nasal snort) Katy Price - well she’s 

practically a drag queen anyways.

Now we have gay, lesbian, bisexual, transsexual, queer, curious breeder, CDS, transbi, 

Narnian, and the gender disidentified

Then what about the trendily androgynous! (mostly closeted) - There’s one over there! 

Now we have gay, lesbian, bisexual, transsexual, queer, curious breeder, CDS, transbi, 

Narnians, and the gender disidentified androgynous fucking closet cases!

And you know what - make the list as long as you bloody want - we are all fecked up 

anyhow - in our own delightful special little ways - celebrate your cunting differences 

you shitheads!

(exhausted and with urgency - searching through papers)

You know what we need to write all this down - 

How we got here - got to be all these different people.

Tell it the way it was - not the way it was reported

Show what happened behind those doors with the little windows

Yeah show our pride - but write about it all - all the false turns and dead ends 

All the abuse.......and the laughs too

There’s loads that didn’t get to see this 

Didn't realize how things might start to be
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Loads not in the big smokes - lonely in the middle of nowhere

Lonely in the middle of everything too

(left with one piece of paper -sits - removes false eyelashes)

(lifts piece of paper and shows the letter to camera)

He wrote me a letter then - just before that Easter 

Had never let me visit - course 

(reads)

Dear P

I’ve been doing a lot of reading in here.

I wanted to sort out in my head what happened and where we fitted.

I mean after we had been through all that 

Was there even anyone to blame.

I think you are brave in your skirt

Looking for something different - some other way of being 

We shouldn’t be normalized - or bloody globalized 

Sure that’d be going backwards.

But we’re fighting with our words now 

Taking it up to that place on the hill 

You’re stronger than I am 

You don’t need to follow the rules I do

Sure maybe sometime in the future....

(crumple paper and turn off mirror lights - punk song backing track begins with heavy 

drumbeat)

Stupid bastard - after all that reading he nailed the closet door shut from the inside 

(stands and pulls off wig)

But I will not be some ironic tranny in a wig

(puts on bejewelled balaclava - electric guitar added to backing track)

If I say it like this it is funny now?
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We’ve got to answer for everything 

we'll accept it!

After all....

SINGS A PUNK TORCH SONG!

Just takes a minute 

Blink, then you’re in it!

Welcome to my life, my dear 

Some may abhor us 

Some think we’re gorgeous 

Isn’t that radically queer!

I’ve always sat 

On both sides of the fence 

When Ulster said No 

We said Maybe 

I grew from a boy 

To this man that I am 

And so what if 

I turn into a lady

I’m not invisible now

I’m here to be counted

I’ll not be pushed to the ground

If I’m lost

I’ll be found

Can’t you hear me?

I live my life to the full 

Dance round a bonefire 

And in the heat of it all 

I survived, had a ball 

And Kept smiling



(key change)

We’re not invisible now 

We’re here to be counted 

You’ll not be pushed to the ground 

If you’re lost 

You’ll be found 

Do you hear me?

I won’t forget who you are 

Just hold your head up 

I’ll be the freak that’s unique 

Be the Queer without fear 

Can’t you see me?

We were Divided, 

Radical and Gorgeous, 

Divided,

Radical,

And Gorgeous!

(Black Out)



Appendix II - Transcripts of Post Show Discussions 

Belfast Barge 31s' July 2012

Niall: First of all I have to warn you that we are recording this session. So if it’s ok and 

you speak you will be recorded, and if not then sorry, but I have to use it for university 

research so don’t speak if you don’t want to be recorded and used in research. I am a 

researcher in Queen’s University and I am looking at queer identities in performances, 

as you may have noticed. And first of all I’d like to thank Paul Boyd for his 

performance, and I’d like to thank Susan at the barge for facilitating this amazing place, 

this is an amazing, amazing space, so I’d just like to thank Simon at the Belfast Pride 

Festival also for facilitating us. And I’d like to thank Gordon Crawford who inspired 

the piece. And last, but definitely not least I’d like to thank the lovely and wonderful 

Jeffery Dudgeon MBE for coming. He led the way and we all followed. So first of all, 

Fd like to hand it over to Jeffery to say a few words.

Jeffery: Thank you for inviting me to this post show event. I have to say, how 

particularly struck I was just by how marvellous Paul was in performing naked and un- 

naked if you want to call it that. And I saw the performance without any cues and I was 

very impressed in all departments, (laughter) I am a bit of a historian, so I am fairly 

long in the tooth now, and I can recognise, if not a lot of the characters, then a lot of the 

composites of the people and the different places, different events, and indeed the 

different venues. I don’t know many paramilitary dens in Rathcool I have to say, but I 

certainly have come across a lot of people with stories. I mean you just have to go into 

a gay bar and just be nonchalant and uninterested, but you realise, I do realise that every 

single person has a complicated story. You don’t want to hear them all, or not much of 

them all, but you just know that if you could distil it, it would be amazing, and in the 

sense Paul and the author captured bits of stories that we all like to hear about, and the 

kaleidoscope that made the different, the seven stages of queerdom...So if anyone has 

any immediate questions or comments that they’d like to ask Niall or Paul...anyone 

here?

Audience Member: Can I just say something, because I studied law and I’m gay and 

Fd just like to commend Mr Dudgeon who in 1984 gave us emmm some kind of 

equality after all the those years, y’know of stuff, so I just think it’s wonderful to be in
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the company of you. I think that for any gay man or gay person, there was an awful lot 

for you to put your head forward at that time, and make that stand, and take it to Europe 

and get equality for your people, so thank-you.

(applause)

Jeffery: It will actually be 30 years, to the year in October since the change in the law 

to get decriminalised, didn’t get equality, that took another 30 years...it’s an on going 

struggle, but the 30 years...it’s been a long time since then but ehh...thanks for the 

message. And it wasn’t just me, by chance there was a group, as there always is behind 

the scenes in the set design and whatever.

Audience Member: Hey Dudgeon, it’s still you, and I said to myself if this guy is still 

around somewhere I want to meet him, I would love to meet him sometime so that’s 

brilliant.

Jeffery: Any other questions before we ask Niall to do an assessment of the 

performance.. .or Paul, maybe you would like to say a few words on what you drew, or 

what you drew on for the part?

Paul: Yea. Well Niall asked me to do the show a few months back didn’t you? And 

eh, at the time it was quite rude, but I was just looking.. .this make me sounds like Mel 

Gibson and I’ve got my pick of work, but em, I was like ehh...I was looking for 

something that would really scare me, and really push me out of my comfort zone, 

something I didn’t know anything about; and then Niall approached me in the theatre, 

and told me about this piece he was doing, and then my initial reaction was, ‘Oh God I 

can’t do it!’ Then I had a theatre friend talk to me and say, look, if it scares you there 

must be something in it, so go and do it. And it has been amazing, and I think Niall’s 

going to talk about it, emmm, there’s a lot of biography in there, stories of Gordon, 

stories of Niall, stories of mine...I’m not going to tell you which ones. But it was very 

autobiographical and it was a very new experience for me as an actor to bring so much 

of myself into the piece quite literally and obviously you do as an actor, but you know 

as I said, you know, as I say in the show, imagine a much younger Paul in a tiny mini 

skirt directly referencing myself so it’s quite scary. But in terms of drag, in that medium
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of performance, I had noooo experience in. And I see the likes of Gordon and the like, 

rocking out and I’m like, oh my God I'm so terrified, because they’re just so fabulous 

and relaxed, and it’s just so second nature, and putting on make up and all these things 

terrify me, so I thought I’ll do that. But, it has made me very political, like before this 

I was a very apathetic gay, ‘a-political’, you know, I’m debating whether or not to go 

to Pride at the weekend. But, you know in my research for this piece it’s made me 

really, really...

Audience Member: But you took it in your stride.

Paul: Thank you, but it made me really aware of what people had to fight for, and what 

they’ve had to do and....

Gordon: I think working on this piece with Niall, that’s why it’s such an important 

piece to me. I totally agree with what you just said and I think it’s very easy for young 

gay people I think just to be very complacent and not realise the history over here, like; 

it’s hard anyway just with time, but especially how much we’ve blossomed out of such 

a rusty surface on courage, and how we’ve bloomed so well, and that’s because there’s 

so much peace over there, and I think that if the piece is highlighting that, just for me 

and Paul, then that’s two more people that are a bit more sensitive to the issue and 

taking a bit of a stand.

(applause)

Niall: Does anyone have any questions, particularly about the performance tonight, or 

about the production the play or the writing?

Audience Member: It was awesome.

Paul: Could you phrase that into a question? (laughter)

Audience Member: Can I just ask about these?
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Niall: The pieces of paper. I told you the little story at the start, I wanted you all to 

enter the space and feel like you had given it a bit of yourself.. .somehow.. ..to tonight’s 

performance, physically, to physically put part of yourself on stage. That’s why I 

designed the coat, so he appears from...did anyone get...did everyone know he was 

there? You weren’t surprised? Normally one or two people here (indicates stage right) 

know he’s there, but generally nobody has a clue he's there. So I’m trying to.. .he’s the 

embodiment, he’s the pagan, the spirit that you have all raised tonight. To tell all of 

our stories, that’s the idea with the paper.

Paul: This gentleman had a question.

Audience Member: I was just wondering if, Gordon you did it last year, I was just 

wondering if that was a true story as such? Did that happen?

Niall: It’s a loooot of true stories overlapping.

Gordon: Yea the stories were written, they were kind of...there’s a part of me, there’s 

a part of Niall, there’s a part of Paul, there’s a part of everybody. Because the 

performers and the...Niall the director I think represented in a way, we’re pulling other 

stories from other people’s lives as well as our own.

Niall: All gay people. All gay biographies. People we know and primarily of myself, 

and Gordon and of Paul, but we were the people in the rehearsal room. I mean there 

were other people that wrote, I mean I wrote it, but there were other people who 

provided me with stories that I sucked into the piece, and went further with, and 

amalgamated and layered.

Paul: Sorry there was a gentleman before you....

Simon Rea: I was just going to ask, if you were going to do this in a different space, 

what would you do differently? It works because it’s so intimate here.

Niall: In actual fact I had to design it this way because, believe it or not, we go from 

here, we take this down on Thursday, and then we go to a deconsecrated Catholic
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Church on the Falls Road. Which is part of the Colaiste Feirste Gaelic speaking 

college’s library, where the nuns had a chapel, which has been deconsecrated now, but 

1 thought they must have removed lots of stuff...

Audience Member: You’re brave...

Niall: but I went in...I know Fm going to get struck by lightening, he’s going to get 

struck by lightening...! went in to check it out and everything is still there. The stain 

glass windows, the altar, the carvings...everything. So 1 made the set to tour, and it 

goes from Colaiste Feirste on Friday night at nine, then it goes up to Newtownabbey, 

and I also thought for you, and that’s the reason I made the set to tour, to reach sort of 

from our ‘gay ghetto’ in the centre, and y’know we’re all kind of secure in the middle, 

and I wanted to reach out to the Falls Road, and reach out further. Paul’s from a rural 

place, Gordon’s from the North, and I'm from the West so I wanted to go back to the 

North, and back to the West. Not just gay people, but everybody in those spaces as 

well and hopefully with the post show discussions we are having at each venue, and 

some of the questions that may get filled in with different kinds of audience, we may 

get different responses, and it will be good for analysis.

Audience Member: Is there some fiction in it, I’m really interested.

Niall: Well, no there...we sort of start with the essence of the story, then you kind of 

have to weave them together. By doing that they start to change, and then you have to 

go further, and take them into another...

Audience Member: I’d be very interested in who to vote for...

Niall: Yes there are elements of real politicians, but...I can’t...I’ll just leave it there..

Paul: No but what happened with these guys in rehearsals was I'd either have the words 

ready or you’d see the wheels ticking, and you’d say what is it, what is it? And he’s 

say, T need to say this’. And then we’d work around it, and then eventually we’d get 

the words out. Sometimes....he’s like a Nazi...1 can’t say an ‘and or an and, or a but’ 

it all has to be perfect.
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Paraguan Audience Member: Can I ask a question?

Niall: Yes.

Paraguan Audience Member: In this context the story works well, but if you were trying 

to look at reaching a different kind of audience, trying to tell this story; how would you 

reframe it, so that people get it?

Niall: I think, we were actually in talks about touring it to Cape Town, and I think we’d 

like to go to Melbourne, and I think probably New York as well, and Paul’s already 

been talking about reframing it for all those spaces. Emmm...I think we would have to 

provide a glossary (laughter), printed clearly on a huge board whenever you pick up 

your ticket, emmm, Paul may have to tone down a few sentences here and there. I’m 

actually quite confident that people would want to see a piece of Northern Ireland, and 

travel a piece of Northern Ireland, and be proud of Northern Irish queer identity, and of 

my strongest fears in the piece is when Paul stares into the camera and says, ‘we should 

not be normalised, or bloody globalized...sure that’d be going backwards.’ Because 

one thing I’m not interested in, is some kind of, kind of centre right neo-liberal attitude 

that you can be that kind of gay, that kind of gay’s acceptable, oh but you can’t be that 

kind of gay, bad queer, oh you can’t be that bad queer. So I’m very much against that 

pigeon holing of homonormativity. And I try to push that at the end, no we should go 

further, push harder, and I was a bit of a punk when I was growing up so I like to have 

that in there...

Audience Member: And you still are....

Niall: Still am a bit yea...

English Audience Member: Emmm...I thought it was amazing.... absolutely 

fantastic...and really loved the thing about the identity politics beyond the 

Northern...I'm obviously not from here, but beyond the Northern Irish stuff and queer 

identity stuff. My question is...around the trans stuff and the bisexual, have you done 

any research or consultation with any transsexual or transgender people just to feed in, 

because that might be something..... I don’t know if you did that or not.

xxiv



Niall: Well I have been to some trans lectures, and I’ve met some trans people and I’ve 

talked about trans issues, and as part of my research in Queens I have to do that. There’s 

a thing called the Trans Umbrella’., .have any of you seen the Trans Umbrella, which 

has many, many different identities hanging below it, one of which is drag queen, 

another is cross dresser, there’s...Gordon there's about ten isn’t there? So I wanted to 

show a multiplicity of identity rather than saying this is your one acceptable kind of 

trans. And I think the scene, the list of gay scenes which goes crazy...deliberately 

crazy, I think the point of that scene is to say there is not only one little pigeon hole that 

we fit into, and nor should we try to, and nor should we be pushed into that pigeon hole. 

Em...I’m doing some trans research into some trans plays at the minute and I’ve just 

published an article on Belfast drag as well in a book down South, and I think as well 

that Northern drag, men comedians, male comedians can say things in skirts, that they 

cannot say in trousers, it’s just impossible. Right from the tradition of Jimmy Young, 

to May McFetteridge, to Gordon and Tina, and Lady Portia and Bunny in the Union 

Street bar, whose cabaret is extremely important and incredibly political actually. So, 

I’m looking at all those trans identities from popular culture down, and there’s a quote 

I read recently about Jimmy Young in his drag character, has everyone seen Jimmy 

Young in drag? If not, you tube him he’s amazing, he’s a very famous Belfast comedian 

that dragged up a lot, and played not only with gender and drag, but also with the 

different sides of the communities at the time, and it was kind of a trans-lance to the 

sectarian boil, like it just took the air out of it. I don’t know if Jeffery you’d like to 

comment on Jimmy Young?

Jeffery: Well firstly, he died very young and he did succeed as Niall said, in drawing 

the sourness out of people and getting them to laugh at themselves. But, it didn’t make 

a blind bit of difference at the end of the day, it didn’t change their attitudes, but he got 

people to come out and laugh. He had a huge range of characters, ‘Orange Lil’ in 

particular with her union Jack frock, and various ladies and mothers who were 

gossiping, and all sorts of characters, it’s really worth watching...! think he’s the only 

Belfast drag actor you could say of that era, there’s May McFetteridge who never quite 

did it for me, perhaps he’s not gay makes a difference. I think James Young lived a 

very lonely life in Groomsport and died at a very young age, with a rather large bank 

balance.
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Paul: Doesn’t look good for me does it?!

(laughter)

Paul: Any other questions? Yes?

Catriona Reilly (QUB): Em, I just wanted to ask Niall about the performance in the 

context of an Irish and British theatre run performance, just comparing it to the most 

recent queer 1 suppose, lesbian performance I seen which was at the Abbey, which was, 

‘I Heart Alice Heart P. Do you think we need more in this island? More queer 

performance?

Niall: Absolutely, especially up in the North we absolutely do. We need it, and we 

need to be proud of the tradition we have up here of a different kind of performance, 

and we need to queer up a different kind of tradition and send it back, not just in the 

North, but also across the water. 1 think I have read every single play with a gay 

character in it that’s from Northern Ireland and there isn’t one lesbian character, not 

one. So, last year, Theatreofpluck ran it’s first ever-lesbian creative workshop and the 

next project after this, does anyone know Shannon Yee the playwright? Her and I are 

working on a big new verbatim piece, which is again looking at gay history, but it’s 

very much more different characters, different experiences, instructed verbatim, and 

will be most, well... I wouldn’t say mostly lesbians but, if I had five actors, three would 

be women and two would be men, I would always try and put the majority towards 

women, because I don’t think there are enough lesbian stories out there. So that’s my 

next focus. Does that answer your question Catriona?

Catriona: Yes.

Jeffery: I don’t know if Gordon has read this, a book, or pamphlet called, ‘Threads’, 

which was written by a group of lesbians who were basically telling their stories from 

the 70’s, which was launched a couple of years ago in the Black Box, and it was 

superbly done. Woman who had to be dragged off the floor pissed as newts for all 

intensive purposes, pieces of remembrances they had of the times they had in the discos
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in Queens, back in their time of the 70’s and the only drag queen we had in our gay 

time was Miss May whose still, amongst us.

Niall: Is Miss May still around? Oh well there’s an interview that I have to have.

Jeffery: Very good jokes about bringing in turkey pluckers.. .But yes, May had her 90'h 

anniversary or something three weeks ago in the Deers Head so...

Niall: So I don’t want to take up too much more of your time, but if there’s any one or 

two last questions? Otherwise, put your hands together and thank Jeffery Dudgeon and 

Paul, and thank you for all participating. There’s still a few tickets for tomorrow night, 

so if you want to recommend the play to your friends you can. They’re going really 

fast, but there’s still a few left for Friday. But there’s a final performance at quarter to 

six up in the Courtyard, and 1 know there are still tickets left for that because it’s a 

bigger venue...it’s Courtyard Theatre in Ballyearl arts centre which is, Gordon would 

you call that Mossley, it’s like North Newtownabbey? There’s a train station beside it 

called Mossley West, you’ve got Theatre in the Mill and then down the road a wee bit 

its in the Ballyearl arts centre in the Courtyard Theatre. It’s the Courtyard theatre.com 

Thank you.

Colaiste Feirste, Feile An Phobail, 3rd August 2012

Niall: First of all I have to warn you that we are recording this session. So if it’s ok and 

you speak you will be recorded, and if not then sorry, but I have to use it for university 

research so don’t speak if you don’t want to be recorded and used in research.I am a 

researcher in Queen’s University and I am looking at queer identities in performances. 

Thank you so much for coming folks. This is Hannah the dramaturg of Tinderbox 

theatre company. One of Belfast’s biggest and best theatre companies....you are one 

of the only full time dramaturgs now aren’t you?

Hannah: Yea. I believe so.

Niall: She’s fabulous. I shall hand it over to you first of all.

xxvii



Hannah: First of all I should probably explain what a dramaturg is to people. Em, 

basically in any Tinderbox play in festivals etc, we work with a writer, and through the 

rehearsal process, we look at the meaning and to what the piece is trying to put across. 

You’re also pushing the director as well as the actor. Just to explain to people, and 

from that process I would just like to say congratulations to Niall in particular and to 

Paul, although I already said to Paul. But Niall, and Theatreofpluck I have watched 

grow and grow over the last number of years. And I think it’s such an important 

initiative to see done in Northern Ireland. So first of all I wanted to ask....I wanted to

ask....there’s so much I want to ask! But I suppose explain ....... identities is a very

strong point, and we are dealing with an identity that is different from usual identities, 

and I wanted to ask where that sits now? And how...it’s been really important 

especially with Pride coming up, with such a big celebration of this coming up and what 

does it feel like for you Niall?

Niall: Yea, emm, Pride is tomorrow and it’s turned into this amazing family day out. 

And there's still loads of people who turn their backs, and have placards and quote from 

the bible...You kind of shout at them that you don’t beat a woman, and she’s not a 

virgin when she’s married, so why are you taking this little bit of very ancient text and 

use it to beat us with? But in terms of ‘queer’, queer as a term itself is rather 

complicated, and is a term we reappropriated within the community. So queer is all 

encompassing, it is all those identities at the end, we all believe we have a bit of queer 

in us, which you all wrote something and put it on the stage....And I think in pointing 

at the play, all of our identities are influenced, we have different identities over time, 

and we all have different bits within us . I talked about this being kind of outside the 

two kind of monolithic ancestral identities, but we actually, we were in those 

communities scattered through them and then coming together. I’m not saying there 

weren’t other identities, the punks were kind of two fingers up to the political system 

at the time, and you know, the students of Queens University, the academics, then the 

sports groups and many, many music groups and colleges came together. But we 

occupied a queer space as well, we physicalized it, the area in the centre of the city was 

cordoned off by a ring of steel, and all the gay bars and venues were centred right beside 

that ring of steel. So the idea of going into that space was very important at that time, 

you know it was like dare to tread, physically and emotionally, in our thoughts,
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everything was following on, and things are moving on, and catching up enormously 

with the thoughts we have. 1 mean 1 live in fantasyland, anything that happens is like, 

‘My God, couldn’t have seen that happening’ and the idea that Martin McGuiness 

shook the hand of the Queen, in a downtown theatre under a poster that said, ‘Molly 

Wobblys Tit Factory’ you couldn’t write it....Have you any thoughts on gay identity?

Danny Morrison: Now there’s a thought.... Well first of all congratulations to Paul and 

yourself, it a was a collaboration that was very, very intelligent, I think in the case....in 

the context of the state of homophobia, and just ridiculed and made fun of, and punished 

and tortured, anyone who was quote on quote, different, and of course you, Paul, you 

touched upon it with the politics of it, and how conflict was generated through 

difference. I see the piece as a crusading drama, and sometimes that doesn’t sit 

comfortably with me, because it lets the oppressors, the big oppressors of society off 

the hook. Ahhh, I was in jail for six years, and I experienced a prisoner, a loyalist 

prisoner being persecuted by his own sort, and he ended up breaking a glass bulb and 

swallowing the broken glass in order to escape the situation that they were in. The truth 

of, what happened that day is, the truth of it is he had told the loyalist reps of the wing 

that he was in prison for fighting with the RUC, but what actually happened was that 

he was having an affair with a fifteen year old boy, and he was arrested for that, and he 

fought with the police that arrested him. But as soon as they found out he was gay, 

they turned on him, and it inspired me to write a novel; which was published in 1994 

called, ‘On The Back Of The Swallow’. But from writing that novel, people always 

assume it was me, but I say no it wasn’t me! I know it was reviewed in the community 

news I think it was, and ridiculed and saying, ‘who does this guy think he is?’. But the 

main thing is love, y’know...wherever you come from. So when the play got very 

popular it took me by surprise. I am totally comfortable with all the women, with all

the politicians, it sits easy with me..... (laughter) But you’re a gentleman, and

congratulations, and I’m very, very glad that Feile an Phobail was able to host it, 

because you came in very late when we were finishing our program, but in future, you 

shouldn’t restrict your numbers. I know you had a reason, and from that point of view 

we did feel very close, there’s two good actors here y’know...
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Niall: I feel bad if there’s a third row, because I feel like they couldn’t get involved do 

you know what 1 mean? I just feel like because we’re on a level and they’re on a 

level....

Paul: We’ll be doing it in the Opera House next year...(laughter)

Hannah: We are all very interested in identities, but Paul you stepped into this...

Paul: Yes.

Hannah: You came along with it on its way, and it’s such a personal piece. So, I was 

just wondering from an actors point of view what the challenges would be?

Paul: OK, the first point is that Gordon.. .Gordon Crawford aka Trudy Scrumptious was 

originally in this piece last year for the Outburst festival. And as a piece, Niall wanted 

to explore it and go further and further with it with me.

Niall: I wanted a much larger piece, and a much longer piece, with the amount of 

rehearsal time Gordon couldn’t commit to so...and that’s not to say I settled for Paul. 

I knew I wanted a gay actor, who had experience of the troubles, and could tell his own 

story. So all the little stories that you heard were part of my biography, part of Paul’s

biography, part of Gordon’s biography..... as well as my ex-boyfriends biography, and

a lot of stories that were heard throughout the community and that came through...

Paul: One thing that emmm.. ..it was a big, big challenge, y’know.. .doing the show this 

close to people...touching people....they don’t teach you that in school. But it was a 

really great challenge because A- it was a subject that I hadn't discussed publicly with 

anybody, I’m A-political gay

That kind of I’m gay (I’m not gay- laughs), sort of a sit on the shelf and have no opinion 

gay. Niall’s not. (laughter) Thanks to the show it’s made me very aware of the things 

people do, and it’s made me learn a lot, and to do ’Drag’, and do drag was again 

something I would have been very uncomfortable with. But Gordon trained me and 

helped me hugely and I even got my legs waxed and everything.
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Danny: So you’d no problems doing a full frontal...but you had a problem putting on 

a skirt? (laughter)

Paul: Listen, if you have to put on a full face of make up in front of an audience, having 

your willy out is the least of your worries. Although my ex-boyfriend came to see the 

show...should I tell this story?

Niall: If you want...

Paul: My ex boyfriend came to see the show last week, and he turned to me and said, 

‘Was it cold onstage?’ (laughter) But no, it was a great challenge and we helped each 

other, and we’re already talking to the British Council about going to Cape Town, and 

further a field. Anywhere really, that I can get work. But Niall is amazing to work 

with, and yourself and the other people we collaborated with....an enriching 

experience. Thank you.

Hannah: I really hope it goes to Cape Town; it’s a story that I really hope goes far and 

wide. Brilliant. I want to go back to the political side of things, I’m just 

wondering....forgive me. I’m Swedish. I’m still coming at it from the outside a little 

bit on different experiences. First of all, you took the show to several different local 

venues; so I was wondering was there different responses in different parts of the town, 

and also was this linked to the different to...yea.... different traditions or not. Sorry 

this sounds a bit repetitious....! wanted to ask are there particular issues in a certain part 

of town, and are there particular issues linked with certain audiences?

Niall: I think this venue in the West, which is where I’m from, I’m from Andytown, 

so I really wanted to bring the show back to the West. But I also wanted to go to the 

North where Gordon’s from , to his community. But I also didn’t want it to ghettoize 

in the centre of the city, which is what I would have done if I’d just stayed on the barge. 

A safe place, I’m not saying this isn’t safe, but I was a bit nervous coming into a 

Catholic church...

Danny: I was the same.
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Niall: But em...as you noticed I put your back to the alter...you probably didn’t even 

notice the alter was still there with the tabernacle and everything, and I thought, I can’t 

do it down there...

Danny: So you played it safe, you played it safe.

Niall: No I was also thinking where am I going to hang my back drop from... so quite 

practical too.

Paul: But it will be interesting to go to Newtownabbey and see the responses there, 

they will obviously heckle, but it’s good to get it out of the city centre...

Niall: But it’s good...On that note.... what I had to ask, because we are talking about 

particular communities responses.... is your particular responses? I don’t know how 

to turn these other lights on, but would you guys ask us questions and any responses?

Audience Member: Your choice of venue, is very, very different, for both sides of the 

communities as you said, whereas that’s a plush theatre over there, whereas you’ve 

taken a school over here that’s right in the heart of West Belfast, you’re on the outskirts 

and you’re wanting to go into the community there...so inconsistent?

Niall: I had to find a place to play, and I approached Feile, and Feile suggested here 

and I think actually when I was twelve... was this a nuns convent church?

Danny: Well what year were you twelve?

Niall: I was twelve in nineteen seventy-eight ...

Danny: It was an old people’s home then.

Niall: It was an old people’s home and a church....well I remember when I was twelve 

coming in and singing carols to the old people; when I was a little cherub, with a cherub 

face. I thought it would be great craic to do this gay show where I performed.
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Paul: Sorry, was your question about being in Newtownabbey?

Audience Member: Well I think your question was, how was it received, and how will 

it be received in both sides of the community? Because I see it as incomparable, you 

know, it’s on the outskirts of Newtownabbey this is in the heart of the city...

Niall: It’s actually...the Courtyard isn’t as nice as the new one in Theatre at the Mill. 

Theatre at the Mill’s the really nice one, out Mossley’s way. And also it’s on the edge 

of a rural place as well, so it could be more rural, people from small towns, so confining 

it to one community, pushing everyone into one box and another wee box, I'm not doing 

that at all.

Audience Member: Do you know how many are going?

Niall: I think there’s about twenty tickets sold. But I know a lot of people are planning 

to go to the Courtyard.

Paul: Tell your friends. Add on facebook.

Niall: Plus I work at Theatre in the Mill, so they asked me to come, so that’s the way it 

ended up.

Audience Member: Forgive me for saying this, but I’m in my late twenty’s, 

approaching thirty, as a man living in the seventies, sixteen years older than me, 

y’know, you were born in a different generation. Can I ask how relevant do you think, 

the stories presented here, of this decade, you know, how would a seventeen year old 

watching will have a completely different view to when I was seventeen in nineteen 

ninety-four/five, I was in secondary school when the cease fire was signed, and you’ll 

have to forgive me, but some of the stories, I don’t find particularly relevant to me 

personally. Now I lived in Belfast, and in rural Castlewellen, both sides of the troubles, 

and throughout the troubles; and I went to public school, and I’ve lived in West Belfast, 

but y’know.... I feel that some of the stories presented, not the political side of it, not 

specific the demographic presented, if you asked me what side Niall is I wouldn’t know 

what he is. But do you feel this would speak to someone of eighteen years of age...
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Niall: I absolutely believe it, and that’s why I put the line in at the end, we need to 

write all this down before it’s forgotten. Before. We need to write down everything 

that happened behind those doors and windows; we need to very much have a different 

generational aspect. We need to tell people that it wasn’t all hunky dory. We did have 

to fight. We did have to search for stories, and we did have to go into scary places. And 

the story of the taxi with the flames coming out the window, and weaving in and out is 

absolutely true and is not made up. We needed to put all these stories out there, and to 

not just box up the troubles and set it aside, and set it aside, oh that’s that over there. 

We definitely needed a generational aspect.

Audience Member: I’m not talking about the troubles I’m talking about 

Niall: And the gay experience of the troubles.

Audience Member: Yes as someone who has.... very fortunate to have a tolerant 

family. But you have gay clubs, and all sorts going on, given that it’s a minority group, 

do you think that Northern Ireland has not moved on? Or do you also think that the 

level of bigotry, sectarianism and homophobia, do you think the ideas in the story are 

still reflective of this decade in today’s society?

Niall: I think so, I think so. I think the other thing I’m trying to say is that we all need 

to keep exploring our identities, and that is the idea at the end. Don’t pigeonhole 

yourself, keep exploring, and opening more doors, and more doors and more doors. 

That idea of being that kind of gay, I’m very much against this kind of neo-liberal 

attitude,, and it’s reflected in the acceptance of the kind of fight for gay marriage, or if 

you look at the American model, gays in the military, it’s almost as if you are pushed 

into a “homonormative” box; you want to be like all the straight people, but just gay. 

And I say no, especially when we’re at the stage of post conflict, according to some it 

wasn't nineteen ninety-eight, it was two thousand and six/eight, when the IRA declared 

a cease-fire. There’s so many dates, are we even in post conflict now? There’s all these 

words being bandied around, conflict resolution, conflict transformation and all that 

kind of stuff. This is the point at which we should be talking about these issues, this is 

the point where we should say no, no.... and there’s a line I put in, ‘No we will not be
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normalized, we will not be bloody globalized’, we’re not going to be homogenized. Oh 

look, those frothy gays are acceptable, but you can't be that type of bad gay. So I’m 

trying to put all those ideas out there. I’m asking as many questions of the audience, as 

I am showing queer history. I want all questions to be up in the air, and I want everyone 

to go away thinking well, if that means that to that person, and that means that to that 

person, that means that to that person, that affected me in that way, then.... So everyone 

will have experiences and go away with stories, that I don’t know about and that’s the 

idea. I don’t want some tidy solution for everybody; I want everyone to go away and 

to be affected in a different way. I hope I can speak to a younger generation, Paul’s a 

good deal younger than me, and Gordon was even younger than that, and we talked to 

a lot of people of different ages. We got Jeffery Dudgeon in, last Tuesday night on the 

barge, when we had the first showing and he was very much aware of the 

intergenerational aspect, and wanted the older stories to come forward and for people 

to remember how it used to be.

Hannah: Isn’t it important for the future, thinking of politics like Iris Robinson, and 

yes, she had her own little scandal, but before that she appeared in the British 

Parliament, and expressed some really quite shocking views that no one commented 

on. It seems they weren’t challenged because they came from Northern Ireland and 

because they were issues still on the table. I’m wondering about the whole denial, about 

the discussion that comes from Stormont, makes it relevant I think today still, and to 

remember to keep talking about it and equality...how can we discuss equality for 

everyone, when we can’t discuss at home with so many people....! suppose that’s my 

question to all of you that, how important do you think an event like this is, to bridge 

that huge gap that there seems to be between small gatherings like this, talking about 

things and discussing views, taking in that bigger debate that takes in all of Northern 

Ireland to our representatives up in Stormont?

Danny: I still think there’s still a lot of predominantly young people out there that still 

don’t have the courage to come out, and who live entirely false lives which is doing all 

sorts of psyche damage to them. So, I think a play like this shows them there are people 

out there fighting the war for them.

Hannah: Do you think they will come to see it?
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Danny: Well you see they’d be afraid to come and see it in case it blew their cover. 

They might come with other people, three or four as to say, ‘come on and lets see what 

this is’, or go with their cousin or sister or something like that. That’s the way it’s been 

done, but there has been huge advancements made in this town. Who’d have even 

thought ten or fifteen years ago, the gay parade in Belfast is, 1 would say...certainly in 

the city centre bigger and more enjoyable than the twelfth of July. There’s thousands 

go just to watch the colour, and offer solidarity, and the cheers that occur are at almost 

every street corner, I mean it is fantastic to see, it’s massive progress. But I mean, 

nobody should rest on their laurels, and I know certainly this gentleman spoke about 

references in the play that occurred before his time. I don’t know, but if I read a novel, 

or if I read a history book, I don’t get everything in it, but I get enough out of it. It ticks 

certain boxes, I’m not going to understand every reference, every resolution, and I think 

that’s fine, dead on. But I’m saying, we shouldn’t assume say, it’s ok to put it on in 

West Belfast because there’s a notion that they are much more progressive y’know, that 

they support the ANC. Or assume that because the Isreali flag flies in the Shankill that 

they’re a more reactionary community. For the first time in thirty eight years yesterday, 

I was in the Newtownards Road at the launch of the East Belfast Arts Festival, and as 

a result of friendships that have built in the last couple of years, my eyes have been 

opened in the whole community, to the labour that existed in working class areas. Side 

by side, but necessarily from the same household of sectarianism. So, the nationalist 

community, yes, generally there is this perception that we’re sound, you can put on any 

event, but when you go to Newtownabbey please be careful where you go. I think we 

need to be careful we don’t reinforce old prejudices. I think society is very open here, 

it’s come a long, long way and I think we owe a tribute to those who were brave enough 

to come out, when it was dangerous to do it.

Paul: I think there is that, and I found it very interesting what you said there, but I think 

as well for me, you know...coming from my stance, I don’t believe in demonstration, 

I believe in how you live is the example of who you are. But when I started to work on 

this play, and learned about people like Jeffery Dudgeon, you kind of suddenly go, oh 

I'm taking for granted what I am here. And there’s, I'm not saying this is a history 

lesson here, but I think for younger people to hear this in a context of the era of troubles 

if you want to say that; obviously I’m the same age as yourself. That sends them away
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with questions, that would be good, and I want to ask these two young people over here, 

what age are you?

Audience Member: twenty-one.

Paul: Twenty-one, so you are a bit younger than us two in our twenties, nearly thirty, 

sitting on the shelf. We’re dead in gay land. What did you think, if I can ask you 

directly about the play?

Audience Member: 1 didn’t know what to expect, I heard all about the last show with 

Gordon. So, yea I enjoyed it.

Paul: Did you follow it, did you enjoy it? Did you get the references about...

Audience Member: Yea, I don’t think 1 was disconnected because I was in my early 

twenties at all. It was completely relevant and important yea, documentation of things, 

yea very well done.

Audience Member: Now can I ask just ask, seems like you’ve got a dichotomy here, 

where you’ve got the troubles and the normalization of gay people, and stone wall, and 

that generation that did have to fight, and you say that you're trying to remind the 

younger generation both of the troubles, and of the fight for gay rights. Do you not 

think that is a bit dichotic, those two things don’t sit well together.

Niall: I don’t, I’m not doing that kind of play, I’m really not. I’m telling some stories, 

I’m telling some stories that are linked and imbricated and layered. I’m not painting 

some kind of straight through um, narrative painting. I’m doing an abstract piece, that 

has lots of different things; that will mean different sections to different people, and 

each kind of layer and tone on top of each other, people will see the painting in a 

different way if I can take an artistic metaphor. So I’m not being didactic at all, I’m 

not saying you should think this about this, or that about that, or that piece of history. 

But what is very interesting is the civil rights movement between sixty-six and sixty- 

eight, at the start of the Troubles, also at the same time this was exactly when the first 

gay sex societies and the first gay rights societies started to be set up. Interestingly, at
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Queens University believe it or not. That fight was going on along the set up of feminist 

groups, and through the seventies, and the gay liberation groups, the feminist groups 

together with the workers party and the women’s group and all those kind of things all 

went through the seventies. And all a lot of intermingling and cross-fertilisation, and 

had a big effect collectively I think on both sides of politics, especially working class 

politics. I don't know does that answer your question? I’m kind of going on a tangent.

Audience Member: Yea, no, I suppose the question was, are you trying to represent 

both the troubles, taking as a reference the back bone of your experience which you 

both have said, both the Troubles themselves and the fight for equality and we should 

not forget, as the gentleman said over here the trouble and the strife that our older 

generation have gone through, and the bravery of them coming out, so does that 

necessarily sit inside a story of, a collection of stories focusing on the troubles, and a 

young gay persons experience of the troubles?

Paul: But was that... My response to that would be that it was happening in their life. 

So yes is the answer to your question, you know because this is , the older person that...

Danny: Can I just add, a novel set in the fifties, or a film set in the forties isn’t made 

redundant because it’s sixty years old. I still class Casanova....Casanova yes.... No 

Casablanca. No I think there are relevancies there, and I think if there are overlapping 

themes, and maybe your point, if I may say, that it’s too much, maybe it’s too busy, 

there’s too many things, and anecdotal, maybe you could loose an audience through 

them. But I think even if you put the anecdotal back in again, and you listened through 

again, there’s continuity...

Niall: There’s a trajectory.

Danny: It isn’t as anecdotal as that, if it had of just been anecdotal, to tell you the truth 

I wouldn’t have liked it, because it would have just been like a comedy night, saying a 

string of jokes, and the drag was the thing that connected it together. But there was a 

thread running through it, the only part that I said from the outset, that I thought it was 

a wee bit too tense. A plague on both your houses. And sometimes whether people are 

doing it, ‘cuz they actually believe it, or they’re playing safe for the general audience.
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Niall: I wouldn’t say it was plague on both your houses, I would say it would be a 

plague on all our houses, a plague on us. I’m saying all of us should be aware of how 

we feel about our own personal identity and about everyone else’s identity, and about 

how fractured, and multifarious and wonderful, and special and delightful all the little 

bits of all our identities and respect them.

Hannah: And again, just from someone who works in the theatre in Northern Ireland 

and who has seen many plays, you know being written and developed, and thought 

through; I think the difference between the plays that are created here in Northern 

Ireland and Ireland, and Northern Irish writers who maybe live in England, or 

somewhere else, and who write about Northern Ireland, and they are very, very different 

because in none of the works from outside here do you get the complexity of real life, 

the contradictions, and the multifaceted thing that Niall is talking about. And I think 

one thing I actually really like about this piece is the contradiction in that you are talking 

about. That...yes what does it mean to get equality, complete equality? That you can’t 

be seen, doesn't mean you disappear, do you leave this strong identity, what happens 

to that strong identity? I don’t know. But there are so many unknowns in its 

complexity. And that’s what I like about it.

Niall: Could I just suggest because times getting on, does anyone have any more 

questions before we.....

Audience Member: Could I just ask, talking about Jeffery Dudgeon, I was wondering, 

you were way out, because you made that reference to the punks, and the gay scene in 

the past and the eighties, and there was actually a club in the centre called the Carpenter 

Club on a Saturday afternoon. And punks ran it for girls in the evening, primarily until 

the gays came a long, and the space was shared. The club was a very big exception, 

but there was something in common about the queer identity, I suppose the constant 

questioning of sanctions.

Niall: And bizarrely and perversely, the Carpenters Club was one of the few places that 

off duty soldiers, or even the soldiers on duty who were patrolling could go for a drink. 

Because all the other bars would identify them with one side or the other. So every
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now and then you would just get some soldiers, guns and all, would just come in and 

have a drink in the Carpenters Club quite bizarrely.

Courtyard Theatre, Newtownabbey, 6th August 2012

Niall: First of all I have to warn you that we are recording this session. So if it’s ok and 

you speak you will be recorded, and if not then sorry, but I have to use it for university, 

so don’t speak if you do not want to be recorded and used in my research. I am a 

researcher in Queen's University and 1 am looking at queer identities in performances. 

I just want to have a brief discussion on the show.

Alistair: Not sure how we’re going to go about this but, I suppose the first would be 

any comments regarding the show itself, and feedback for Niall and Paul on the actual 

performance, and then maybe a little bit about what was contained within the 

performance in terms of, if you've personal experience or observations; I know I’ve a 

few that I’ll wait until others have maybe gone first. Maybe observations about the 

performance itself and feedback for Niall....

Niall: I’m pretty thick skinned, so you can be honest...

(audience laughs)

Audience member: I would just like to ask emmm...about the writing of the work? The 

scripting, and how many incarnations it’s been through to arrive at this possible ‘cross- 

roading’. And not necessarily emmm .... the genesis of the work, just how you scripted 

it and did you work together as you wrote the script?

Niall: Emmm, there was myself and Paul, and ahh...couple of other people involved in 

working on the script. I wrote it, but I very much worked through the methodology of 

improvisation with the actors, but to get stories out of them from their biography and 

their experiences using theatre games. Emm, Initially, this is the third incarnation, um, 

last year, doing it last year, doing it just over a year ago, we did a ...short selection of 

some scenes that we thought might be interesting for some development, I had to think 

for the ‘Pick ‘n’ Mix’ festival that is run by the MAC. And ehh....at that point eh, I was
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working with Trudy Scrumptious, Gordon Crawford, and so a lot of the elements of the 

stories come from his personal autobiography, that l brought out during improvisation 

theatre games, em, but they’re not left alone, like, I scripted, go off on a tangent and 

exaggerate them, trying to amalgamate the various stories as well, some of the, some 

of the stories I would direct from my own experience in my own autobiography, and 

ehhh....some of the stories were stories we heard from other gay people and their 

experience during the troubles; and there was a kind of an amalgamation of this kind 

of layering...kind of...If you can imagine it’s not a....I’m not saying it’s a narrative 

piece, but it definitely has a trajectory, and the trajectory is kind of the shun through 

the layer upon layer of story upon story upon story that kind of adds, and there’s a few 

threads that run through, and then Paul came on board...emmm...was it May?

Paul: May... maybe...Was a long time ago!...

Niall: Well I knew I had to work with a gay actor, and I knew I had to work with a gay 

actor in Ireland... and

Paul: What?#

Niall: Have I just outed you?!

(audience laughs)

Niall: Aye you heard that.

Paul: Oh right!

Niall: But I knew I absolutely wanted to bring Paul into the process...So we went back 

to the beginning to the improvisation of theatre games, to....making the stories his 

own...and adding his own stories to it, and then I went back to the drawing board and I 

rewrote, rewrote, rewrote some more and...very simple wording, but he’ll tell you what 

a Nazi I am...we went through every single word again, n again, n again and it was 

distilled, n distilled, n distilled until that’s what we arrived at. ..That was, I mean that 

was long, did that answer your question? (Questioner kmumurs agreement) Unless 

Paul has anything to add?
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Paul: No, no no

Niall: That’s fabulous like...

Paul: But no, I'll be very brief...we improvised, and tweaked, and had rewritten and 

then rewritten the piece, and then said look we need to get from here to here; how we 

gonna get there?...Well I have this idea that would work...but literally...do you know 

that line...I was the real queer in his...he’s just a provisional queer...BUT what I needed 

was a continuity queer...

Niall: Cuz he kept saying ‘and’...(cuz the line should be ‘but’...)

Paul: But 1 kept saying V//;r/’...and we'd be doing a run and he’d go, ‘BUT!!..BUT!!’ 

You change the words around and its exactly the same situation....

Niall: I’m not saying anything about Paul BUT...ask another question before I strangle

Paul...question or comment.

Audience member: ‘When you first sat down to create the piece, did you already have 

the decision made that it wasn’t going to be a narrative story and have a continuous 

kind of story of one persons happenings, or was it your choice to have lots of different 

people’s experiences and give an audience, everybody’s experience?

Niall: Yea...emm...I wanted the audience to feel, and the feedback has generally been 

that the audience feel as if there’s a little bit of them in there...now obviously... there

was... I had an audience full of more gay people.... but I believe there’s a little bit of

queerness in everybody, which is what I was trying to get out of them in the beginning, 

you know...you wrote and left a little piece of yourself on the stage which I ...every now 

n then we find one and we read, but its generally when we clean up we don’t look at 

them...we haven’t got time...

Paul: I've been turning them over so people can’t read them.
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Audience member: ‘You read them?! (laughs)

Niall: Oh I do, 1 do...So there’s one really heavily folded one up there which I might 

open and read to see what it says...(laughs)..But no, I, again it comes from just a

different tradition of the way.... the way I work and the companies I’ve worked for in

Europe, and emm... it comes from my training and my background as well as that, but 

I very much work with companies who work with non-narrative theatre and also dance 

theatre, so it comes out of that kind of training that I’ve had, that’s all.

Audience member: Can 1 ask, can I ask about how your rehearsal process was and how 

that worked, and how that was, and how kind of connected you were you know, as 

actor/director? Ask the actor first...

Paul: Emmmm.... Well basically, essentially it condensed down into your typical three 

week rehearsal period and, but we had part time rehearsals through May, May/June 

didn’t we? Through May/June and then we had a week’s intense rehearsal at the start 

of July, and then a week’s intense rehearsal at the end of July...and that started off, just

as Niall has described, improvising, looking at.... the version of the script that existed

at that time, talking to Gordon, hearing what Niall wanted to say, and then devised, and

we improvised some more, it was really good fun actually, really good fun..... and then

we actually got Gemma in...

Niall: Gemma Hutton who’s a lesbian comedienne.

Paul: So Gemma came and joined us...

Niall: She was very useful, cuz she was like...she was brilliant, cuz she would say...

‘no.... you see if you put them in that order then it’s funnier...and if you do three of that

its funnier’, cuz she’s been trained as a comedienne, so whenever we wanted a..... but

to make a point.... not labour a point, but underline a point through comedy, it was very

useful to have a professional comedienne in the room to offer that.

Paul: And just.... a footnote, 1 was saying to someone the other day, it’s the most 

involved I’ve ever been in the creation of a story...ever...as an actor; which has been
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really interesting and exciting and ‘fulfilling.. I wish I could say that without sounding 

like such a twat, but, no, it has just been a really amazing personal experience and 

slightly emotional over this play...But emm....but you know, as an actor you are 

constantly trying to show yourself, but not show yourself as well, so this has been very 

revealing for me, and its helped me grow up a lot and as a member of the gay 

community as well...

Audience member: I was wondering emm...because the material is very, and I use this 

term virtually... ‘site specific’, in the site being here in Northern Ireland, 1 haven’t lived 

here for a long time...em, so it was a throwback to another era for me, back to the ....70’s 

I guess? Emmm... I wonder...and the points of reference to do with how it was here, I 

wonder how, I don’t know, you just said to me if you were touring this internationally 

about how that will translate. I'm always curious about culture, cross-culturally how it 

translates?

Niall: We had a long discussion about this on the very opening night on the barge, cuz 

there was a woman from South-Africa there, and people from ...was it Portugal or was 

it Poland? I can't remember, which one was it?

Paul: The one from South Dominican...Paraguay...Paraguay.

Niall: Paraguay! That was it. But, the question was brought up, what would happen if 

this was to tour to another city? And emmm....I talked about this with Collette Norwood 

from the British Council afterwards, and she contributed to the post show as well, and 

we were very much of the opinion, all of us that...and the audience that night agreed 

with us, and I hope you guys would agree too, that we should be defined Northern Irish, 

if ever we go to another town. We should show, exactly the way it was here...Now that 

doesn’t mean that the program can't have a glossary. And it doesn’t mean that we don’t 

have a preshow...

(phone alarm goes off. Woman apologies as everyone laughs politely)

Paul: Danger! Danger!
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Niall: it doesn’t mean that yon can't have a preshow video playing in the bar with some 

atmosphere, and troubles music, and undertones music and...do you know what I mean? 

Something that sets the tone. So that people aren’t coming into the theatre completely 

unawares....But the general consensus was, and I think I agree with it that, apart from 

maybe changing Taig to Catholic here and there, there’s a couple of words that might 

explain a bit more...

Audience member: Like Taig? Things like that...

Niall: Yea, yea...or just add a little comment, or we talked, we talked about maybe 

putting in a specific thing, about one Northern Irish person would say that’s a wee bit 

of a recent^ but it should, people would, people aren’t...people don’t want an 

international piece, they would want this, this is a Northern Irish piece.

Audience member: I agree, totally, absolutely....!'m just curious...

Paul: Until of course McDonalds sponsor us...then you know...we’re not super tight...if 

it’s like.... an opera house stage...

Audience member: Do you think, where there are two religions involved, even in other 

countries that there would be similarities between...! know you won’t have the 

paramilitaries, but if you’d two religions in a different country...do you not think that 

story will carry through as well?

Niall: I think em.. yea, there would be some specific countries that that kind of thing 

would happen, like for instance, if we went to Sarajevo, that would very much be the

case. And even if we went to Glasgow that would very much be the case......

(audience member mutters)

Niall: Pardon?

Audience member: If you went to South Africa...
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Niall: If it went to South Africa...yes....there’d be a segregated sort of racial thing going 

on there as well..umm...but em, what I was saying, the other cities...do you know I 

think....1 think I would prefer to let draw their own conclusions, and you know, I think 

the show is kind of very open ended so it could go in many, many directions....

Paul: We had a person at a venue who will remain nameless, during the Q&A and they 

asked the same question about six times...and it was this idea of, ‘are you telling the 

story of the people? Are you telling the story of the troubles? Are you telling a story 

about this... So Niall answered very succinctly, it’s like a...like a...to use a plaintive 

term...it’s like a modern painting you will not take everything in, but you will take 

certain things. So...if you...say for tonight for example, straight members of the 

audience will have had different experiences, different members will have grown up 

during the troubles, so whenever we’re travelling it’ll be a case of take what you want 

...and enjoy. So... (laughs) Yes?

Audience member: How important has Outburst been as a festival to help move the 

Theatreofpluck forward...

Niall: Absolutely invaluable....absolutely invaluable. I mean....to.... Outburst have

supported us from 2008 on, and we’ve done um...three shows at Outburst. The idea 

that there is a queer arts festival in the city, and ahh..a place, where people can gather 

and a cultural reference point, and a cultural showcase for our identities. I mean, you 

just have to look back on this weekend and Gay Pride, I mean the more, the more we 

talk about ourselves and the more we talk about our identities, and the more we show 

our identities...! think it will be better for everybody, you know, no matter what identity 

you have...would Miche like to comment because he was in the second show that 

Outburst funded...How do you feel about Outburst funding Theatreofpluck?

Miche Doherty: emmm...I don’t really...

Niall: Sorry to put you on the spot like that..

Miche Doherty: I don’t know where he was coming from, (laughs) to be honest...
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Niall: The arts council funded us, but we were supported by Outburst, Outburst 

supported us sorry.

Miche Doherty: No Outburst is great, I think it’s fantastic...and 1 love the idea that there 

is queer art and it is officially supported...! mean it was always there before, but the 

idea it’s officially supported is terrific.

Audience member: Well the arts council does not fund Outburst necessarily because 

it’s a queer arts festival, but because the quality of programming is there (Niall agrees) 

and other companies model on Theatreofpluck’s contribution emm, it’s interesting to 

see what sometimes goes on, and it does follow through on the quality of the program 

emm, I was sort of interested in asking you, emm, you know, this isn’t something that 

is subtly true, this is quite clearly a queer identity production. And for that reason I 

think you are attracting an audience that are already won over, you’re attracting your 

audience possibly already theatre patrons, but em, I was wondering you know, are you 

trying to provoke sensationalist theatre, is that your angle with Theatreofpluck, or is it 

just something...that has come across that way?

Niall: We’re...! mean...we’re sensational n controversial in the piece, but I think the 

most sensational and controversial motive might be more political than sexual...and to 

do with these identities more than sexual identities...

Audience member: I think for you to step into the theatre there is this perception it’s 

more sensational than it probably actually is...

Niall: Possibly..em..although one does always have to try and sell their work, y’know 

and put bums on seats, there’s no point doing this type of work unless there is an 

audience in the theatre, so you have to promote yourself in the best way possible that 

you can...And I don’t think I was gratuitous in my promotion, but I do think it was a bit 

sensationalist, but I wanted to create some sort of buzz n some sort of style, and then 

the image of the eyes with the flags on them, y’know was quite a strong image, and the 

idea that there is going to be a naked man, yes.... but is it gratuitous, I really don’t think 

it’s gratuitous, because if it had been gratuitous Paul wouldn’t have done it. I just think.
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it was good, and we talked about this at the time actually...shall I let him tell you how 

he feels about being naked?

Paul: So...sister, put your fingers in you ears...no ahhh we...to go back to Ian’s question 

about development of the work, because we were doing it so...we were doing it kinda 

hand in hand....literally the day we turned up to start the show there was a discussion

about the start of the show...right how are we gonna do this..blahblahblah.... and it

literally was a....

Niall: It was lose the coat and lose the underwear and what order does that happen...

Paul: It....it was a killing off of things to the point where we just realised this cannot 

happen in any other way, in order to tell the story, because the idea (mutters to Niall) 

The idea is that based on your contributions would essentially create me...the coat, 

which then rises out of your...you know...your offering that you made. And then when 

1 drop my coat if I have a pair of underwear...some boxers it’s like oh... he’s clearly 

shy...y’know so there was that kind of ...it just didn’t make sense not to be naked. And 

believe me..I was in no rush to get the walnuts out....but it just seemed the only way of 

doing it in order to tell the story the way we wanted to tell it..and it’s only for a couple 

of seconds, Jesus Christ, no big deal...BUT...but...to go back to your point about 

sensationalism and about you know...all joking aside all you have to do is use the words 

nudity and strong language on a poster and boom. You know...you’ve got....you’re 

already...and it’s good y’know.

Audience member: Wasn’t it a sensationalistic thing to put in...Cuz honestly do y’know 

sometimes I honestly am a great advocator of Theatreofpluck and also Outburst and I'd 

love for some people 1 know to go easily along with me...it’s just sometimes when I go 

to see plays,like this play, they’ll say, 'well I don’t think I’ll go to that play’, they say

well why are you going to see.........,. But I think if I actually got them here, and showed

them the piece, the play and simply see it’s not about nudity n sit still and enjoy it...

Audience member: I understand I got an eyeful four rows down.

(laughter)
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Paul: Imagine how my poor sister felt!

Niall: There is also a notion that one must keeping pushing things a little bit, so the 

audience eventually comes with you. I mean...the fact is that fact is very much stranger 

than fiction, I mean the idea that Martin McGuiness would be shaking the Queens hand 

in a redeveloped Lyric theatre underneath a huge poster saying, ‘Molly Wobbly’s Tit 

Factory’, in itself, I could not have made that up... I could not have thought of something 

more sensational. So... you know... it all swings on roundabouts.

Audience member: An’ there was a thunder storm then that happened too.

Niall: Yea, I remember yea, was a good night... me ‘n’ Paul running down Rosemary 

street.

Paul: Any other comments or questions or?

Audience member: Yea, I wondered if you had comments from ahhh... straight member 

of the audience, y’know I mean if you ahhh... have they been forthcoming...?

Audience Member: Well, as a straight person um...

Paul: It’s ok there’s a few of you.

Audience member: I think that probably what I watched today... but for me, it is more 

about challenging people’s perception of identity, emmm... whether you’re from 

Northern Ireland, or whether you’re from one side of the divide or the other. It might 

be that for a long time we were absorbed in two identities, that in this play it tells me 

there are so many, so many identities that we need to be aware of and thinking about 

now... I hope that’s kinda the message...

Niall: That is one of the messages... yea.

Audience member: One of the other things that I thought, which I hadn’t thought about 

in a long time was the impact of the troubles when growing up... y’know.
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Paul: Anybody else...gosh it’s like school isn’t it?

Audience member: I’m straight that’s my son.

(laughter)

Audience member: Just to move on from what my sister said there, as a straight person... 

and as someone who works in the theatre as well. I think, number one that it was so 

important that you got me to use my vulnerability and maybe showed all of us 

vulnerability, n made us be... in a position of being not sure of what was going to 

happen, or where it was going to go, and was exciting, and I think needs to happen 

loads more here, so that’s really exciting, and also the thing about identity and the post 

conflict, you could take anywhere in the world, and anyone could come in and identify 

with the things that have been raised. For me as a straight person it was...it was all 

those masses of different things that you can be, and in a way... a little bit of queer in 

everyone, or a little bit of fabulousness that we were a little bit drawn to so... yeah... it’s 

brilliant.

Niall: Thank you. Can I ask all of you a question? How did filling in the piece of paper 

and signing it, and putting it on the stage make you feel?

Audience member: Terrified.

Niall: Terrified... nervous initially, that was one of the things that I wanted you to feel... 

and I know your hand writing, (laughter)

Audience Member: I was curious as to how they would be used.

Niall: A lot of people feel a little bit nervous when he started picking them up. But all 

the ones he picked up were pre set of course. We have had that response from several 

people, well I think we’ve discussed it already, but in future versions of this show we 

might explore that further, there might be some...

Audience member: Yes, cuz there’s a show on in Edinburgh at the moment that’s going 

on in a festival where it’s a dining table, where you all write down your emm... I think



its stories, brief stories of romance and they use that in the show, they use your stories. 

And I was wondering in the show, if this was the point, if they were going to he used 

at all in the show? Another thing is, having grown up in the 70's, and during the 

troubles here, in the height of them, I had a little house in Sandy Row of all places, but 

the one, the two main cultures that were happening here at the time, and that was the 

troubles and Glam rock... and I was a little disappointed that we didn’t get any Glam 

rock. Because that was was the... Belfast was incredibly influenced by the pop culture 

as well n people seem to forget that. You know the club/bar was blown up, n people 

were being taken out of there and the paramedics didn’t know if some of it was make 

up or injuries. They were brought out with false lashes, n’ cherry chap stick, and I 

always remember a troop of roller skating down Botanic Avenue in glitter dressing 

gowns while the ambulances were flying around and you have that... surreal...

Niall: I want to do that, (laughter) Fantastic.

Audience member: That’s a real juxtaposition of the two things happening and you 

have no idea how surreal it was to see this.

Audience: Bit hard to do with a barge theme...

Niall: yes.

Audience member: I kind of felt like there was complicitous with all the secrets 

bubbling conspiracy all together and I found that rather interesting.

Paul: Can I ask you all something about the physical space that you sat in? Em, because 

you probably came into the theatre and thought, 'oh it’s a nice big theatre’, until you 

get in and it’s very close and particularly when you’re sitting here at the back, the 

curtains are beside you and y’know you weren’t allowed to sit beside your friend, you 

had to sit over here y’know... did that do anything?

Audience Member: I thought it was a lot more versatile and I preferred it.
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Audience Member: I thought it kept it quite intimate and I think you should certainly 

keep it that way.

Audience Member: It’s tricky when you're trialling a piece. I liked the intimacy, but 

I didn’t like the sidelights... but you can’t control that reasonably can you. It might 

have been better if we had been raked, but you can’t just do that with a show.

Niall: There’s a ... the design is such that... also Paul’s technically naked as well as 

physically naked, apart from one part where he shouts at me a couple of times... He’s 

really just doing everything himself, so he’s technically naked and... I wanted that to 

emphasise the vulnerability of his character as well as being naked, and yes, in the 

barge, this was all raised to the height of the chair so you’re all looking up, and that 

was the primary, the first venue, but I knew I had to address it and amend it to theatre 

spaces, and you just... you know yourself you have to turn up at the theatre space and 

do the best you can. 1 was a bit worried about the back row there, but... was that where 

you were?

Audience Member: To be honest emm... 1 felt I lost a lot of it, I couldn’t see the actor 

a lot of the time, I had to keep moving my head this way which I knew was blocking 

someone behind me, this way I was trying to hide away, so I didn’t see you naked 

Paul... and 1 didn’t want to sorta... I felt the acting, unless you seen that bit on the stage, 

I felt 1 wanted to see Paul acting and I felt I was losing that, juggling, trying to find, and 

I felt if it had been a bit raised....

Niall: That’s why we decided to put the projection on.

Audience Member: I felt it would have been better in this theatre, if it had been tiered 

we all would have seen it a bit better.

Niall: I think, I think if we’d have done it open, we’d have lost an enormous amount, 

with sometimes the concentration of the space and the energy... I hear you, I know the 

back two rows were a bit... it’s just... you do the best you can in the venue.
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Audience Member: I felt, knowing I wanted to see you as an actor, y’know and you 

were brilliant, but I was aware that every time I was juggling, I knew someone behind 

me was...

Niall: I suppose emm... What we should do is make sure there is some rostra in every 

theatre, and we can add as we go... eight by four is a standard size, which is what this 

is, which is basically anything that’s square with a little bit at the back so...

Audience Member: From here... it, it... I thought it was actually... there was some 

blocking, but because the mirror was there... and it mirrored the set well....

Niall: Yep that was the idea... the mirror and the projection looking that way and that 

way, and then you sat there Lisa, was the idea that you might not have seen the whole 

projection so you got the same tight there... But in any of the really wonderful, brilliant 

theatres that have been built through the centuries, nobody has a perfect site line, the 

idea that there is a perfect site line... it really doesn’t exist. But I absolutely agree with 

you... which is why I put the....

Audience Member: I know but even on the projection screen you could only see from 

here up... you weren’t seeing the lips... do y’know what I mean? I mean other than that, 

if you were moving about the screen, or bending down and doing anything, you couldn’t 

see that.

Niall: In some of the restoration theatres and theatres that came right round, your seats, 

that would have been where the royalty would have sat. Because then they could be 

seen watching the play, but they were there to be seen by the people sitting over there, 

and to be seen watching and to be seen how glamorous they were. So the idea of the 

audience going all the way to the back is not a relatively new idea. I wanted to create 

a crucible kind of intense atmosphere of energy and that's...

Audience Member: But if was on quite a high platform, it would have worked, then you 

could have this moved looking forward.
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Niall: Yea but, the famous theatre where the snooker happens, is called the crucible 

because of that. Because the stage is like this and the seat layout like that. So the 

energy was there...

Audience Member: 1 love the use of technology, and I loved the dance, and the buzz 

words these days both in academia and technology, let's take technology, and some of 

the most uncanny images I felt were directed at the camera, yea, because you had been 

once removed, it's terrific images, y'know, and I could watch them more of them again, 

because you become Marilyn at one point...

Paul: Thank you.

Audience Member: No, you become drawn to the screen, because of the lighting and 

the shading and the once removed...

Paul: It's actually... you're right to say that the percentage buzz last year which was all 

cameras and technology... but actually as a performer, it allows you to take photos, 

'cause if we're on stage like this and there's people right at the back, you start performing 

to the back, but I can perform here by just looking at the camera, y'know so... it's quite 

liberating as a performer.

Audience Member: I'm not a nut for technology, I'm not an expert on technology but, I 

have friends that say if you use technology, you need to have a reason to use it, and in 

this case I felt that the technology ripped the images literally and projected them to us. 

If that's how it could be possibly explained, and I think that's why it's so important for 

a type of technology as part of the theatre now, is because people's lives, it... it's so 

much a part of our world now. It's incredible, y'know it's amazing the amount 

experiences that young people receive through a screen, and you think all that 

information, through a computer or a laptop. And I think one of the things for me was 

when you were talking to camera and we... Do we prefer to have our editing done for 

us or do we first look at the screen, or do we prefer to look at the actor, and choose our 

own focus, you know or do we like to have it..
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Niall: In a sense, I don't know and that's what I said to Paul, not there, but there, move 

then to the, in a way he's editing himself...

Audience Member: But I'm interested in seeing stuff the camera doesn't see. You know 

what 1 mean, that's the layer that interests me. That the camera selects what you want, 

what they want you to see. But it's quite nice to have the choice to see some stuff that 

the camera can't...

Niall: Sorry what did you say?

Audience Member: Just press the red button and check the lights on...

Pauli: Yea press the red button Niall... check in.

Audience Member: I found it very interesting with the screen because, the eye contact 

was on the screen, I got that, and sometimes looked away from the camera and then 

made contact, y'know... I found it very interesting.

Paul: Staring at the corner... yea.

Audience Member: Can I just say, on Saturday I saw the pride parade in Belfast and it 

was so wonderful to see these young people in Belfast, because when I was growing up 

you would not have walked down Donegal Place claiming your sexuality, you wouldn't 

have done it. So to see that, and the city experience that, and in light of that, and I hope, 

I know there was younger people maybe in the parade who don't even know what queer 

theatre is, and you have to try and expand knowledge and it's really important...

Paul: Sorry... it's just we had this question the other night, from the same psycho who 

asked the same question six times. But he was like, 'ahhh but someone eighteen... what 

does this play say to you?' Blahblahblah... But luckily we had two very young members 

of the audience, so we were able to turn round and say, 'Well, what did you think?' And 

thank God, they had heard the questions, and were great about it, and accepted 

everyone's questions, and tell us a bit about a past we don't know.
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Audience Member: Exactly, I was at a talk in the Europa yesterday, and I can't 

remember what it was called, the title of the event but, it was a very mixed audience of 

those from a young generation, and those from another. We talked for two and a half 

hours about our experiences, and I think the young members there, really appreciate 

hearing stories from the past y'know. When you know the past, you know how much 

you've gone forward. And 1 think that the very issues of identity and acceptance never 

really go away and it depends how you deal with them, and how you work with them 

and that’s why I think, where I hope that this will be seen by others in another venue in 

this light.

Niall: Cool.

Audience Member: In regards to the side lights, would maybe a couple of mirrors in 

the corners to sort of add to the clarity, 'cause people on that side would be able to see 

that mirror and see that person.

Niall: No it's a good idea, 1 like that idea.

Audience Member: By the way the person who kept asking the same question, did they 

have a white cap and carry a plastic bag?

Alistair: Ok, any more questions or comments?

Audience Members: I was just waiting to have to wade through protesters outside. 

Audience Members: Yes I was very surprised, that's the very first time it's been asked, 

considering we've had the 'Vagina Monologues', and councillors called it 'the 

Monologues', (laughter) Because he wouldn't pronounce the said word... and at which 

we had two protesters at, and an awful lot of phone calls... And as far as I'm aware 

we've had no protesters or comments on the poster outside... I'm kinda interested I 

suppose as a passing comment, more for myself... what has come back from people, 

where personal experiences that have come out through the troubles... did they feel that 

divide between Protestant and Catholic, if they were gay or straight, or was it just a 

question that never arose?
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Niall: No... emmm the general feeling was absolutely not. I'm not saying that the only 

gay identities were the only group segregated, absolutely not, because there was music, 

and theatre and academia... and the punk movement, and the glam rock movement as 

Peter was saying... but there was definitely, definitely a feeling of a remembrance for 

some of the audience of occupying the space in the middle of town, and it was closed 

off... so it was split with steel gates and soldiers, and it did have a clear sign of danger, 

and it did add to the whole experience of going into town at the time. They were very 

much in agreement that not only a theoretical desegregation took place, between the 

banner and flag, but also it was physicalized space that was occupied in that abandoned 

area in town...

Audience Member: But you did have gay Paisleyites, and Republicans, but they were 

mostly closeted for various reasons. I remember having a conversation with one guy 

and he talked about liberating the country, he was a very strong IRA supporter. His 

electorates that talked about liberating his country and he found it impossible to liberate 

himself because he wouldn't come out to his parents or come out to anyone, and I said 

well, before you try and liberate a country, why don't you try and liberate yourself first 

y'know. But y'know there were gays...

Niall: There was a very, very interesting comment just then. This is slightly on the 

side line but em, from Danny Morrison who is the programmer for 'Feile An Phobail', 

who just out of the blue told me a story about a gay loyalist paramilitary, who ended up 

in prison, but apparently this gay paramilitary who was closeted, and some of his fellow 

paramilitants found out and I'm not quite sure of the whole story but, he ate a light bulb 

in order to end up in hospital and get moved, and how that to me signifies a modern 

plea it resonated, and I'd never heard this story before, but this boy actually ate a light 

bulb in order to get away from it (pointing at light bulb in the set).

Audience Member: Em, This is actually a memory that has come back to me, my father 

in law knew a big gay in Sandy Row, his name was Don. And the only gay person I 

ever knew when I was younger a guy called John Brians, and he was very camp, and 

he was madly in love with my father. And he used to keep him going and come up and 

go, 'ooohhhhh size of your letter box!' And he came up the bakery one day and he 

looked at me and he said, 'who the fuck are you love?' I said I'm Don's daughter in law,
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and he said, 'you're too fucking fenian looking’, but he moved on out to suburbia, and I 

think John Brians lived in Sandy Row... and apparently, now this is supposedly true 

story, but when I think of the world eventually, 1 think of him and it makes me laugh, 

cuz he used to dress up in all this gear and did the Buffs club...was it the Buffs Club? 

He kept saying to us, he wanted to join the UDA, 1 want to join the UDA. So the guys 

in the UDA grouped together and said they would bring him up, and there he was in all 

his finery, so they got him and they said, 'John, do you think you could kill a man?' and 

he just went... (in a long drawn out camp voice) 'Eventually.'

Niall: I think on that note, it's a brilliant place to end. Thank you so much.
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Appendix Ilia - Audience Questionnaire Responses 2011 
- Iterations 1 and 2

Audience Feedback Questionnaire - please take a moment to answer these questions 
to help us in our project development.

Which scenes from our Work in Progress Selection Box did you like or dislike and
why?

Summary of Answers 18/19 JUNE 2011

1. Bruised Appearance [L 87% - D 6,5% - X 6,5 %]

Liked but bit too abstract for me why? How etc..

Bit of a challenge at the start - preconceptions perhaps.

Good to have a physical element.

Realistic and relevant to current societal problems.

Could be developed further in progress as violence is and was a major concern within 
the ‘community’.

Could have been bolder/more effective.

The blue-paper reveal was ideal.

2. Make-up [L 93, 5% - D 3,25% - X 3,25%]

... very connective w/ audience...

Sets nice atmosphere and sets up connection with audience 

Great sequence for highlighting quiet moments, ref to “mantra”.

...it looked fantastic on camera.

... loved the camera work.

Very realistic. Contributed to the theme of ‘masking’ your identity.

.. .loved camera effect.

Transformation is interesting.

The make up was very captivating.

lix



3. Psychic Sister [L 87% - D 6,45% - X 6,45%]

Sets the scene for N. Ireland at the time as well as gives a little humour about it.

NI stuff - different angle not wrapped up.

Didn't seem relevant to psychological points of subject matter.

...shocked the audience.

...in relation and comparative to paramilitary organisation.

4. Secrets and Serial Killers [L 84% - D 6,4% - X 9,6%]

Nice scene and collected all ‘victims’- equality.

Took it at representative of prejudices, good sequence.

Liked the identity with the present crowd.

5. Queer Club/Dark Man [L 87% - D 3,2 % - X 9,7%]

Bit more detail about personal emotions.

Created tension and emotional connection to early time on the scene. Liked the 
humorous look at flirting.

Very realistic. Shows feeling and insecurities faced by men.

Like the thoughts in hear head ‘she didn’t mean it’.

6. Different Gays List [L 96,7% - D 3,3% ]

Hilarious and completely relatable.

Very funny and realistic. Audience were very engaged....

Kept me wonder where you were taking us “counting differences” - yes.

Too long and repetitive. Give them once and leave us waiting more.

7. Dido’s Song [L 90,3% - D 3,2% - X 6,5 %]
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Heartfelt and realistic.

Is this the character’s song or drag queen song or both. Might play about with hearing 
the noise of audience before he goes on - since the build-up of the piece has been 
working to this.

1 was expecting something more up beat and empowering.

...felt the song was too conventional for this experimental theatre....

Are there any scenes you would like to add to our selection box?

More Role play scenarios by Gordon would have been great to see.

It’s inevitable that the audience are going to watch in to familiar forms of story-telling. 
In the case of gay life in the Troubles though, anything which gives an idea of what it 
was like is always extremely interesting.

Coming out?

I don’t see them as scenes, more vignettes. Scenes imply a story for characters, which 
was not what I got from this.

I wanted to get more of the character. First love? Family + mates even more - 
neighbours.

What compelled the “character” to become a performer?

Any other comments?

Use of camera very good as visually complimentary.

The effects...really were fantastic.

Beautiful design - especially with such low tech and confined space. The video/live 
feed was genius. Felt like watching ...video diary - very intimate.

Using of the simultaneous live feed on the wall is very powerful. The ‘looking at the 
persons face is experienced differently...

I wonder about the opening - why under the paper? What was that saying except later 
hiding (15) It also inhibited hearing the opening and connecting that this character is 
often attacked. As it progressed I think it should have started at the mirror looking at 
his bruise. The mirror should be his soul mate who he says too much too, then he has 
to hide away under the make-up. The links need connecting between sections as moving 
the mic with no dialogue killed the energy. Biggest jump was interrogation although I 
loved it once it started. Difficult gay list should be incorporated in gay beat scene with 
dark man story part of it - which category is he in. What’s the journey - what’s he
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discovering about himself - that he just takes it over and over again perhaps. Think it 
has potential.

Has potential but slightly amateurish needs deeper content and tightening up. But good 
start.
Loved the transformation throughout...
...the bit where he talks about guns + “complete annihilation” was somehow overly 
dramatic...would have been more poignant + effective without the shouting.

If you bring up being difficult in Belfast during the Troubles I want more of it. 1 want 
to understand it in the context of the different scenes. ...use the video more 
dramatically.

If it is to be emotionally moving, it needs more story less vignettes. More 
comedy...comedy works to get a message across subtly.

What does the label “queer” mean compared to gay?

Summary of answers 17/18 NOV 2011

1. Bruised Appearance [L 85,7% - D 11,2% - X 3,1%]

Realistic

It set the scene of a troubled person.

It sets the scene up and highlighted the conflict.

Initially shocked + uncomfortable being so close to someone “...”.

It gave the piece continuity ie beginning middle end.

Not sure at first. Was hard to tell what was in store for us but had me intrigued and 
feeling anything could happen.

2. Make - up [L 94,9% - D 4, 1 % - X 1 %]

Took you through the stages - an inside to the drag! side!

Very well done and making eye contact every now + then kept the audience focused. 

Went on too long, could’ve worked more with the voyeuristic atmosphere.
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A bit slow.

Brought us back up a bit lighter.

...loved the use of camera & projected and eyelashes.

Don't we all want to put on make up - you made it look like a beautiful ritual. Very 
emotional story about mother, sounds like she was protecting from brutal things in 
world.

...loved watching him grow from Gordon to Trudy.

3. Psychic Sister [L 94,9% - D - 4,1% - X 1%]

Too much about performance not about content.

An answer would have been nice.

Would have liked to have known the answer.

Gave the artist a chance to show humour.

...a bit warning that she might have fallen out the window.

...We all knew someone like that. Could totally relate to it - totally could have 
happened in Belfast. Great way to first bring paramilitaries into the equation.

4, Secrets and Serial Killers [L92% - D7% - Xl%]

Not sure why.

Made me think people can find reasons to be angry and hateful about anything. Liked 
the line about experimental theatre goers.

...imagine this scene could be updated whenever you like to keep up with whatever’s 
in the news now.

5. The closeted freedom fighter [L 92% - D 4% - X 4%]

On a touchy subject, but enjoyed bringing our history into the act - very relevant. 

Undecided about this but overall loved the piece!!

6. Queer Club/Dark Man [L 89,8% - D 6,1% - X 4,1 %]
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From a young person perspective seen what being gay was like during the Troubles. 
Very interesting.

Good set up and feel that it was something that could be identified with.

So atmospheric, felt like I was in the club, on edge..........To hear what the dark man
was going to say.

7. Different Gay List [L 94,9% - D 4,1% - X 1%]

Felt it wasn’t appropriate, wasn’t ironic enough, too long, cliche.

More next time.

8. The Letter [L 87% - D 7% - X 6%]

Like to have read it.

Sad but really drew us in. He nailed the closet ... from the inside - really poetic.

9. Belfast Torch Song [L 92% - D 3% - X 5% ]

Made everyone sit up and think. Great way to end and make us all feel proud!

Are there any scenes missing that you would like to see? Why?

Different gay styles - best about the show.

Any other comments?

More stories of friends and family.

Convo with mother.

Little more about Dark Man.

12th of July & St. Paddy’s.

Crying scene? More singing?

Any other comments?

Was a bit slow at start but got amazing as it went on!!

Great show slow beginning.
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Great way to highlight how the gay community has united despite differences in 
background.

Drag doesn’t just have a message for gay people but for anyone who has ever felt scared 
to show they are different.

Academic Feedback Questionnaire 18/19 JUNE 2011 (filled out by then Queen’s 
university lecturer Anna Newell) - please take a few minutes to answer these 
questions to help me in my praxis development.

I realise that some scenes speak to some research questions more than others. It 
would help if you could think about specific scenic/research relationships.
How do these scenes from this ‘work-in-progress selection box’ (listed below each 
question) further the research proposed in the question, if at all?

Praxis Research Questions

In presenting a new performance (both inspired by existing queer texts and 
from personal histories) in a post-conflict context, it is possible to move 
sexual (and social) identity politics forward in Northern Irish culture?

1. Bruised Appearance

Liked the appearance, though the story somehow reminded me of many similar 
stories I have heard before, would rather have something new/surprising.

2. Make up

I believe make-up represents one of the biggest assets. It sometimes blends with the 
stories and at other times, counterbalances them.

3. Psychic Sister

I believe the scene needs to be developed further.

4. Secrets and Serial Killers

A very good list, can be made even more concrete at times, instead of using some 
almost stereotypical examples.
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5. Queer club/ Dark man

Like no 3. I enjoyed the humour and the performative skills of Gordon, but would 
like to see this scene develop.

6. Different Gays List

Highly entertaining and its sharp humour provides helpful insight into the 
construction of identities.

7. Dido’s song

Yes, the subtlety and the simplicity of the song has the potential to appeal the 
audience and produce emotional response.

Can such a performance not only galvanise an existing queer Northern 
Irish community but, through cross-community presentation, work to 
highlight a focus on our common identity-construct constrictions and the 
shared civil rights of all section of society?

1. Bruised appearance

Yes, as this scene is probably something that members of both communities can 
relate to, it even transcends the queer community.

2. Make-up

Definitely, make-up both literally and symbolically represents the need to develop 
different social identities. Use of mirror/camera highlights it.

3. Psychic Sister

Not sure.

4. Secrets and Serial Killers

To me, it did successfully highlight the fear of the Other and also shared some 
doubts as to how much of that “serial killer” we all might have in us.

5. Queer Club/ Dark man

Ixvi



Too explicit, would like to see this scene as more complex. It needs additional layers 
of meaning/further references.

6. Different Gays List

It managed to point out the absurdity of labelling and in doing so, it also can refer 
to the absurdity of religious/other labelling/segregation.

7. Dido’s Song

Certainly, the song seems to transcend the boundaries of not only communities, but 
also identities/ be it queer or straight. It sounds highly intimate and personal and for 
these reasons I...

In this queer desegregating project, what can be achieved by exploiting the 
cross-community popularity of trans-gendered performances in Northern 
Ireland?

1. Bruised appearance

Not sure about the actual story, although I do think that the actual appearance and 
the design were quite powerful.

2. Make-up

Because of its complexity, symbolism and also aesthetics, it is at the very core of 
the performance.

3. Psychic Sister

Would like to see the scene developed further first.

4. Secrets and Serial Killers

It discloses the secrets and fears existing in any community, the phobias marking 
the other as an enemy.

5. Queer Club/ Dark man

Liked the performance but would like to see the story developed.
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6. Different Gays List

Brilliant in terms of text, performing skills, choreography. It definitely promotes 
the very best of trans-gendered performances.

7. Dido’s Song

As a personal deeply emotional account, it has a purifying effect. Makes me 
wonder: why then all the animosity, hostility, why phobias, why segregation?

What are the specifics of their gendered disidentified agency in 
performance and what gives such performances a socio-political resonance 
in Northern Ireland?

1. Bruised appearance

Not sure.

2. Make-up

'The symbolism of the newly constructed identity counterbalances those exclusive 
identities deeply ingrained in Northern Irish society.

3. Psychic Sister

I could see the connection of this scene to the Troubles and think that giving it a 
humorous twist was a good idea.

4. Secrets and Serial Killers

It reveals how antagonistic the society is to any groups that to not comply with the 
traditional norms.

5. Queer Club/ Dark man

Not sure.
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6. Different Gays List

I believe this scene has a greater, global resonance and is not limited only to N.I.

7. Dido’s Song

It gives an insight into the personal struggle, to some extent an ordeal any person 
labelled “different” can experience, especially in a society after the conflict.

- To what extent can such new queer performances mediate between the past and 
the present, between the different sections of Northern Irish society, and between 
Northern Ireland and the outside world?

1. Bruised appearance

I understand the scene as a reference to the past and would if possible like to see it 
developed to include some alternative for the future.

2. Make-up

This scene has perhaps the strongest relation to the outside world, because of its 
symbolic power. The performative act of putting on make up has extremely strong 
cross-references.

3. Psychic Sister

A story from the past, but what today, what now? What has changed?

4. Secrets and Serial Killers

Very significant, transcends the contested space of NI as these problems occur in 
many other conflict/post-conflict societies.

5. Queer Club/ Dark man

The same answer as for no. 3
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6. Different Gays List

Both the list and the song acquire universal reference when juxtaposed while the 
list is how the others see and define a person.

7. Dido’s song

Dido’s song is how he struggles to construct his identity in relation to the outside 
world.

Are there any particular lines/scenes that you would like to see further 
developed in relation to the research proposed?

Yes, Bruised Appearance 
Psychic Sister 
Dark Man

Any other comments

I believe personal stories, the stories/accounts from the queer community from all 
backgrounds/ethnic/religious would enrich the performance. I would really like to 
have very authentic, specific accounts incorporated in this piece.
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Appendix Illb - Audience Questionnaire Responses 2012 
- Iteration 3

July 31st 2012 on the Belfast Barge 

Audience Questionnaire

1. Do you think gay identities operated outside the sectarian divide in 
Northern Ireland? If so, in what way?

2. How has this performance challenged/changed your perception of identity 
politics in Northern Ireland?

3. How does this performance relate to your own experience of the conflict in 
Northern Ireland?

If you don’t mind, please indicate if the community background you came from 
was: Orange, Green, Other.

Respondent A. [Other]
1. Yes - I'm not from here - but the stories I hear people tell confirms this
2. It hasn’t really - it’s told wonderful stories. If anything it’s left me with a 

challenge about identity politics in LGB+T community.
3. n/a - not really from here 1 hear stories.

Respondent B. [Other]
1. Mainly yes - because they had to go ‘underground’.
2. Brought out the sadness + hurt - well done.
3. Difficult to talk about - couldn’t tell the truth (and I don’t belong to a gay 

community). We were all in our separateness.

Respondent C. [Orange]
1. Yes. They seemed to be left to one side. It transcended the problems we already 

faced as gays + lesbians etc.
2. Pussy Riot/ Sissy fag.
3. As a young gay man living in a Protestant village I never experienced much of 

the conflict from any other p.o.v. I had more trouble with homophobia.

Respondent D. [Orange]
1. I think so but to a lesser degree because when someone is in a minority they are 

less likely to disconnect about another.
2. I never thought about it before and I am sure it is a unique queer sub-culture 

similar to Israel-Palestine.
3. Showed a new dimension.

Respondent E. [Green]
1. Everyone comes together if they have a common purpose or relative issue.
2. I was already aware of identities.
3. That is was hell for everyone.

Respondent F. [Green]
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1. In ways yes, from sources I’ve heard from my parents they grew up with guys 
that celebrated our culture in a very glitter performance that involved all.

2. It shows the past/current issues gay genders still face within the Northern 
Ireland community. It shows the challenge we face as a gender.

3. Conflict I find is mostly due to indicating that gays is not right and that religion 
prevails.

Respondent G. [Other]
1. Mostly yes. But more were groups of women who did too.
2. It hasn’t only reinforced what I already knew.
3. Pretty well mirrors it. Only bit was experienced by both cultures and how this 

affected {...} families.

Respondent H. [Green]
1. Yes. Members of the gay community faced prejudice based on their sexuality, 

rather than their cultural background. It was a separate prejudice.
2. I think it has put “queer” into the NI Troubles context for me. I always 

considered “queer” operating outside of politics.
3. I’m too young to be a “child” of the Troubles but I think my parents would 

identify.

Respondent I. [Orange]
1. Yes - scene too small - Hidden - not enough cock to be choosy.
2. Queer culture along outside Normal Politics - connection more important.
3. Partly - always the politicians to catch up.

Respondent J. [Orange]
1. Yes, I think that gay identity supersedes religious identity.
2. They are much more diverse than religion.
3. I don’t have much experience of conflict as I was quite sheltered from it. I guess 

it has opened my eyes to the experiences of others + conflict between identities.

Respondent K. [Green]
1. Most gay places were city centre, so it was never a ‘them + us’ place. Though many
people seemed biased against straight people.
2.1
3./

Respondent L. [Other]
1. A lot of people on the scene liked to think that they left their identities behind 

but you could see it/feel it in the clubs in what was said and not said - looks you 
got when selling Women’s News/ being seen to be on “the other side” too 
obviously or just political.

2. Would need more time to think about this one! It was very affirming.
3. As a foreigner, I was always a bit on the outside anyway but I recognised quite 

a lot of it.

Respondent M.[Orange]
1. Yes in collected pockets in their own bars/venues but in secret a siege of fear.
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2. Made me think what it would have been like 20 years ago.
3. Some childhood memories from ‘P' resonated.

Respondent N. [Green]
1. It didn’t matter what divide gay community brought each other together.
2. No.
3. Never, never, never.

Respondent O. [Orange]
1. Yes but as a modern culture embraced more diversity, identities became 

prominent around the same time as the peace treaty!
2. It hasn’t changed a lot of my perception but challenged my understanding of 

how different sexual minorities or cultural identities existed together.
3. It felt very representative & incorporated nicely many aspects.

Respondent P. [Other]
1. New to Northern Ireland. I am one of these people who go to the gay club 

because its fun and I get to dance unbothered.
2/3. It doesn’t make me undecided about my sexuality. For me being around gay 
people and being involved in the gay experience is about being part of the “brother 
in arms”. Being black/brown and living on the fringe is also to an extent, to be the 
gay experience.

Respondent Q. [Green]
1. Yes very much so. Gay for me in the 80s was much more transcendental, ie. 

people (gays) had more to worry about than religion.
2. It brought back a lot of goofy memories of the fun times we had in the 80s but 

some negative stuff too.
3. Not much personal experience other than getting on with (gay) life.

August 1st 2012 on the Belfast Barge

Respondent A. [Orange]
1. Yes (generally) - people tended to not discuss politics/ The Troubles. 
2/3. In all ways! Related to so much of it.

Respondent B. [Scored through]
1. Yes, the gay LGBT community is more inclusive.
2. /
3. Grew up in 1980s. Echoed a lot.

Respondent C. [Green]
1. Gay identity transcended the Religious divide - like 3rd ID.
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2. /
3. Doesn’t.

Respondent D. [Orange]
1. Yes. We just left all that nonsense at the door. It just didn't matter & was rarely 

discussed.
2. It reminded me just how multi-faceted the gay community is.
3. It brought back lots of memories, of loved ones and the humour that got us 

through it.

Respondent E. [doesn’t say]
1. Gays will never have a voice inside and outside sectarian Ireland.
2. There is no known identity to perceive in politics or religion in Northern Ireland.
3. Very much, but will always be a minority.

Respondent F. [Green]
1. In some ways yes - as an “out republican” I could walk up the Shankill + got a 

terse not from the dykes + knew they respected me + had a strange attention for 
me - 20 days later they all voted for me!! At a lesbian event when I sang.

2. I loved how I didn’t feel categorised or boxed in by the performance + feel very 
proud at our difference + humour.

3. I can recognise it all although women’s experience was maybe different - I felt 
silenced during the “war” + it’s wonderful to feel these issues are being opened 
up.

Respondent G. [Green]
1. As a minority gay people support each other, but very hard to reach across the 

sectarian divide in the past. So, yes + no!
2. Saw identity politics in a different way, there’s lots of different aspects/layers 

to identity. Being gay + dealing w/ sectarianism is especially/extra difficult.
3. Lots of familiar stuff of people being judged by the community they are from 

rather than being accepted as an individual. Could relate to a lot of this even 
though I’m straight.

Respondent H. [Green]
1. Yes. Gay Clubs were always in the neutral City Centre and mostly in closeted, 

unknown areas outside the golden mile.
2. /
3. Apart from the local paramilitary Clubs, the City Centre.

Respondent I. [Green]
1. Of course it did the city centre was a ghost town apart from the one gay club 

and in that club protestants and catholics mixed with no hatred.
2. No, he got it all exactly right he nailed it!!
3. Very much

Respondent J. [Green]
1. Yes, they went to private clubs
2. That everyone has their own secrets.
3. /
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Respondent K. [Orange]
1. No, mainly came from either community.
2. Was always aware that the same issues affected gay in both communities.
3. Although was gay was safe to stay in own protestant community.

Respondent L. [Orange]
1. /

2. Live and let live.
3. Never had any problems.

Respondent M. [Other]
1. Yes, I grew up in the 80s they weren’t so out as nowadays.
2. It has highlighted something that wasn’t much talked about.
3. Just from what I read in the news + saw on TV.

Respondent N. [Green]
1. I believe that they probably did. For ANY society gay=outsider. How much 

more was that true of here? Where you meet/club scene.
2. AMPLIFIED what 1 know!
3. In a way - as an outsider for different reasons. Needed an Arts scene badly when 

I came!

Respondent O. [Green]
1. Yep. Been a member at Queerspace for 13 years. Did discuss politics but in a 

safe (non-sectarian) space.
2. V. challenging because was in England during The Troubles.
3. See above!

Respondent P. [Green]
1. YES - it didn't & doesn’t matter.
2. Interesting reminder.
3. True.

Respondent Q. [Other, ROI but not Nationalist]
1. Yes and no. Inevitably people identify with a myriad of influences in their lives 

however given the religious approbation towards the gay community from both 
sides of the sectarian divide there is no doubt that the LGBT community had to 
deal with another set of fear and prejudice beyond the norm here.

2. Not really, I work in theatre and have always been an advocate and activist for 
civil rights, acceptance and equality for all in NT. I was delighted by the lack of 
apology in the show and feel it is a major step forward.

3. Coming from the Republic (itself in no way a bastion of civil rights or equality) 
I have been shocked for years by some of the more stridently fundamentalist 
religious views that influence society here. I can also identify with the feeling 
of ‘outsider”.

Respondent R. [Green]
1. /
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2. /
3. I was too young to experience full extent.

Respondent S. [Green]
1. I’ve never felt there was/or have experienced a sectarian divide in the Gay 

community - best thing about it!
2. If anything it makes things more clear, in that I can better understand how we 

get into situations (I hope that makes sense).
3. Just on a personal level - in my relationship with my mum but also how I related 

to my ‘new’ gay friends on coming out!

Respondent T. [Neither]
1. Yes - because people were expressing their sexuality. No - because it’s always 

in the back of their minds.
2. It’s just so complicated here...how messed up is this place & its history?!
3. I’ve learned a bit of history about LGBT community & The Troubles.

Respondent U. [Orange]
1. Never have I ever felt that there was a sectarian divide. Always felt like a safe 

place.
2. Very thorough + provoking & really made me ’’think”.
3. I don’t really have any experience of this. I was moved though.

August 3rd 2012 at Felie An Phobial in Colaiste Feirste

Respondent A. [Green]
1. No. I did not think so prior to seeing the play.
2. I now understand how and in what way gay identities did operate outside the 

sectarian divide. It made me think and understand more about gay identities and 
politics together.

3. The performance did relate to my experience of the conflict, the bombs, 
searching, burned out cars, and life went on as normal around the conflict.

Respondent B. [Green]
1. Yes, I think so - from anecdotal evidence
2. Very proud of it.
3. It is challenging.

Respondent C. [Other]
1. Yes, eg. Carpenter Club, ie. nightclubs.
2. Re-stimulated.
3. Punk + anarchist + queer.

Respondent D. [Green]
1. They certainly did! As a form of escapism from the daily toil of the troubles. 

No one cared who or what you were, everyone was out for a good night.
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2. It hasn’t changed any of my perceptions as I have always been open-minded 
with friends (and parents) from both sides of the divide.

3. As a female I was protected from most of the conflict but ironically after coming 
out, I experienced more of the conflict due to friendships within the protestant 
community.

Respondent E. [Green]
1. Yes I believe it was a way to escape the conflict & enjoy their lives rather than 

remain in their own 'areas’. I have spoken to many older gay men who stated 
that it didn't matter if you were catholic or protestant. It was about having a 
good night.

2. I feel under represented by our politicians in N.I. As a gay man I believe that 
‘gay issues’ are left to groups such as Rainbow Project & GLYNI. I think for 
the most part the conflict has affected how the majority of the people in N.I. 
think of politics.

3. I remember drinking (illegally) in a local gay bar when a man was shot dead. 
The 16 year old me thought - Does this happen? Gay men shot in bars? I was 
raised in a bubble evidently - and knew little about the 'troubles’ even at 16. 
The performance reminded me of the fears of coming out in a time of 
segregation. Further segregation in an already divided community.

Respondent F. [Green]
1. Yes, through war.
2. Gay people wouldn’t have been at the forefront of politics during sectarian 

Northern Ireland. They were all behind closed doors.
3. Very much. Fife as I knew it in the 1980s that was normal and accepted.

Respondent G. [Green]
1. Yes, catholics stuck together prods stuck together and gays stuck together. 

Didn’t matter if catholic or prod.
2. Didn’t realise gays were present during troubles.
3. Not in the slightest!

August 6th 2012 in the Courtyard Theatre, Newtownabbey

Respondent A. [Green]
1. No
2. It has brought a new understanding to how gay/straight/bi/protestant/catholic 

were never dealt with during the troubles.
3. As a younger person it helped me understand what really went on.

Respondent B. [Orange]
1. /
2. Eventually.
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3. Egos / Just different egos masks same tyrrany...

Respondent C. [Green]
1. Yes the troubles made a lot of gay/or cross dressers hide away.
2. Same as before. Never had a problem with it.
3. Being a gay man 1 can relate on a lot of levels.

Respondent D. [Green]
1. I hope so - I think we forget somehow that anything operated outside these. The 

divide probably made it worse for people.
2. It has made me think about all different labels that exist in Northern Ireland 

now. More than “two” - however not everyone can see them.
3. Thinking about all the stuff that went on in the period called the “troubles” that 

was mixed up or overshadowed in it.

Respondent E. [Green]
1. Unsure what this question means
2. It hasn’t really changed my perception as being from Northern Ireland I have 

grown up with identity politics in the news and everyday life.
3. I was a child during the troubles and from a rural area I can’t really compare the 

play to the troubles. The troubles were more about murder and death and love.

Respondent F. [Green]
1. Yes I think gay people/LGBTpeople often are dislocated from normal 

community divisions. Common feelings of isolation from community, friends, 
family and an attraction to activities that are LGBT friendly provide a new 
sphere that is outside of sectarian identities.

2. Identity politics is not a phrase I have engaged with. It was very interesting to 
see how sectarian NI identities were part of some of gay peoples’ lives. I 
engaged the human of the scenes portrayed but also somehow the sectarian 
conflict offered another barrier to coming out.

3. My own experience is not very similar to this portrayal as my upbringing has 
been very rural and non-sectarian. Rural communities are another area where 
pressure to be a certain identity cause difficulties.

Respondent G. [Orange]
1. Not particularly. Just don’t feel that it was that important to anyone.
2. About the same as before I seen the play.
3. Some good sense of humour needed through hard and bad times.

Respondent H. [Orange]
1. To some extent, but I think gay people didn’t cross the sectarian divide as much 

in the past as they would now.
2. Thought pioneering less conservative than I originally thought.
3. A completely different perspective on transfer identity issues in the 

complexities of NI conflict.

Respondent I. [Green]
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1. Totally - it pulled them together and divided them apart. They were a third 
segregated society supporting each other, at best ignored, at worst despised by 
others.

2. Just made me think! Prior to this 1 never really thought about the extra 
difficulties faced in Belfast at that time.

3. Brought back many memories of dance floors in the eighties.

Respondent J. [Green - Orange. Both but mostly an orange area]
1. Don't know but I think straight people always assume loyalists hung up the 

sectarianism at the door of the bar or remained in denial when in prison.
2. Really thought provoking - identity resists the compartmentalising that people 

here have.
3. I went to primary school with some pretty mean people + I wonder if some of 

this aggression was repressed identity.
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Appendix Hie - Secret Queer Devotions left by the Audience on the stage at the 
start of the show (all iterations)

This queer wants to fall in love, get married and get rich living happily ever after.

I want perfection.

I wish Bert and Ernie would get married on Sesame Street.

I long for my parent’s approval of the fact that I’m gay and they would accept my 
partner. Maybe some day...

There’s nothing as queer as folk to make you sit up and listen.

I have been in a very happy relationship with my boyfriend for five years.

1 thought I was like Joseph and I wanted all my brothers and sisters to worship me like 
sheaves of wheat. I never did get that multi-coloured coat!

Please LORD I want to be wealthy quick!!!

I keep finding religious medals in my house. It’s spooky!

I would love a queer life long, loving partner.

Queer to me means feeling free and in love with the man of my dreams.

Good days, bad days, not thankfully all Gay days! My life changed for the better the 
day I met my Queenie!

I have a strange man crush on Clive Owen. I wouldn’t kiss him because that would be 
cheating, but I would hold his hand in public if he asked nicely.

I wish I had loved myself more and accepted me without question!

May I look queer to the queer girls, straight to the straight boys and enigmatic to 
everyone else.

My nephew is queer, but he is a beautiful person.

1 do have a ‘thing’ about ‘women’. Love watching and observing them. Maybe a kiss... 
but nothing too sexual, though.

I hope my friends have a happy ever after when they get hitched.

I hope my parents are ok with the fact my sister has a new girlfriend.

Blank.
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A queer remembrance of the dirty bits of me that went to submit sex clips on early daze. 

Trudy Scrumptious for next mayoress of Belfast.

Object of queer devotion; Michael Buble in the shower. Yummy x3 

To have a family.

My regret; No child. My aim; Prayer to love well, to love fully.

I do not like audience participation that makes me feel uncomfortable.

I want to be gang raped by Liverpool F.C.

Mossa Senhora do Lycra.

My lover’s breasts are sunshine, honey, laughter, pleasure and beauty.

I would love to share a flat with a homosexual man.

Regret; That 1 have wasted the best years of my sexual life due to bad body image and 
catholic guilt.

Compassion.

I didn’t have to come here in the first place.

Dear me, let me win the lottery! Love, me.

And god bless us everyone.

Wonder if animals talk to each other and communicate the way humans do.

I watch girl porn, but I’m not gay.

Why did I waste so much time? But I suppose it wasn’t wasted time as I have exactly 
what I need now.

For Northern Ireland to have more gay tolerance and tolerance in general.

I regret all my kids leaving home to live in foreign countries, but rejoice in being a good 
dad.

Happy 10lh anniversary to my beautiful wife and mother of my adorable babies. I love 
you more with every day that passes.

My queer thought is why I don’t feel complete after 30 years on this planet? What is 
the missing piece?

To be free of obligations that cause nothing but emotional turmoil.
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We are all just children looking to be loved.

1 wish I could say I’m gay in my job.

I <3 my queer life.

My queer thought is to have acceptance for all LGBT. Equality = an unstoppable force 
in this world.

Love many, trust few, and always paddle your own canoe.

To my parents for their support.

I wish I’d known earlier!

I want to find God and purpose in life and love.

I regret not living life to the full, but I am now!

I taste sugar sweet.

Move to a sunny climate.

I wish for good health. Nothing more important.

I wish my queer friends had the right, in our society, to whoever they wanted and 
express that love openly and freely.

That queer would be anything other than the noun what dreams may come. But sure 
who wants to.

Celebrating individuality and being who you really are.

Stop valorising youth. Gay men and women get old!

I am a proud lesbian mother of 3. I dislike the term ‘queer’ and decline to accept its 
current everyday usage.

A desire to have a more peaceful mind and live for the moment, not the past!

As long as I know me. I’m fine.

I am here, I am queer, buy me another beer.

I would like to apply my makeup as well as Tina ‘Legs’ Tantrum.

Smile and the world smiles with you. Cry and you cry alone.

We should all be queers.
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I want to go walking in an enchanted forest at night, naked with a girl; my Spanish love. 

Not coming out earlier.

1 regret the fact my friends got cancer, hut I relish the fact they all survived.

Everyone to understand the difference between gender, sex, and orientation and the fact 
one is not dependent on the other. And that no one else is a threat to your own!

I pray I get a better job.

My family is the sunshine of my life.

I miss him.

If I need confidence for a job interview, I wear no pants under my trousers.

I’m secretly quite homophobic.

I want to swim naked in the sea on my own with only the long slippy seaweed to caress 
my naked body.

Hearts broken. French love. Bastille night. Still joyous on the beach.

Queers are dears.

Never ever have regrets. Just do it.

To have a true new emotion everyday.

Be happy.

A queer time for everyone.

Everyday kill your demons and cherish others, and you will find lasting happiness.

May the goddess bless us all and keep us happy and healthy; especially our mental 
health.

Not having accepted myself sooner. But I have now.

Queer deliverance.

I'm completely terrified of frogs and the idea of animals having sex. (The idea of frogs 
having sex just puts me over the edge.)

I wish Anne was my suga momma.

I would like to have been a beautiful actress in dramatic plays that make people cry.
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Dear Madonna, I wish I was as good a singer as you.

Viva la difference.

Appreciate everything and be more in the moment.

I want a great queer life.

True love that stays sexy.

I don’t like life.

I regret not having the guts to kiss the boy that still haunts my memories.

I suck but never swallow.

I have a girl crush on a fitness instructor at the gym.

1 wish for a year of rest, rejuvenation and inspiration, for myself and those around me.

Most of me is queer. Unconventional and pushes against the norm, but when I feel 
insecure I walk about my house naked. Been doing that a lot recently.

I’d like everyone to have a safe happy pride.

I slept with my straight best friend in his mother’s bed.

Queer power 2012.

Thanks for my lovely girlfriend, the scourge of my life.

I wish everyone love and acceptance.

Pray myself and Darren have a happy queer life together.

Treated completely equal, not judged but in fact welcomed, loved, respected and 
embraced by the world and everyone in it.

I shagged my partner in the window of one of the apartment across the river about 3 
years ago.

I want to dress as a woman for one day.

My gay secret is my brother is gay and I have on occasion watched gay porn for 
information.

I wish I had moved to Australia years ago.

I am a gay man who has made it through the velvet rage.
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I regret not being able to tell my late mother about my sexuality.

I wish for a third. For one who fits our two. No drama, open love.

Queer. What a great word. It implies odd; different. I am for diversity, fuck ordinary.

1 like to have a man cock up my bum.

I love the noise of lesbian sex.

I’ve been watching the men’s’ gymnastics, even though I don’t know the rules.

Down with this sort of thing! Careful now!

That all will be well.

I don’t have any real friends. I mistake friendship for lust and lust for love. Basically I 
sleep with my friends and then loose them.

Every girl needs a queer best friend. It should be on the NHS!

Acceptance equality. For everyone to be as happy as me.

God bless all queers.

I’m fed up with gay being special. I know I’m special, I just want to be normal.

Thank god I’m not queer and straight as a die.

Let’s make queer babies.

I want to be ok with myself and how my life is now. I’m not actually that bad.

Queer thought breeds queer action which is happiness!

Men are women. Women are men. Every way all way.

I want to enjoy death as well. It’s not that private.

I wish I could allow myself to be happy with my life instead of always wanting more.

I don’t agree with the whole ‘LGBT community' thing. It makes it sound like we all 
live in a commune thing. And there is a difference between gender identity and 
sexuality.

I’m gay but find myself slightly homophobic. Queer right?!

Yummy mummy fag hag BEE.
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It gets better.

I wish I could achieve what my secret heart wants and desires.

Leave your wives.

I love queers but I am not one.

I have never kissed a woman. Would the gods be mad?!

Let us be free, let us be me, let me be everyone, let everyone accept me 

I want to go to Rio and dance.

The decisions I make in life are ones I don’t regret.

Stay wild.

Indecision, loss of self confidence, fear of opportunity, peer pressure, need for 
validation.

Threesome.

I desire that we should frolic in ways we have got out of the habit of.

I want more confidence.

Long life Whitney!

I wish for us all unconditional love, acceptance and celebration of who each and 
everyone of us are regardless of fear, misperception and ignorance.

To find a partner to share life with.

To have an official and real anniversary.

1 am afraid to push myself as high and as brilliantly as I know I can and should go in 
case I fail and in case I succeed.

There’s nowt queer as folk.

Love and money.

To the three ladies of my heart, thank you.

I wish that all mankind should first seek to understand and then be understood.

A prayer for love, grace, acceptance and tolerance.

To walk once more with my dad and McHood in the sunshine.
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Put a little more mascara on.

I love to dance naked in my house.

To gain confidence as a gay man.

I pray that Peter would find a new partner and be happy.

My guy has a queer eye for straight guys.

For all LGBT to know it gets better.

Complicated.

Oscail an fuineog.

Lot of this 1 wish I could still let yous be about just queer.

Revenge of the decent gays on scene.

1 don’t think I really exist, or rather I believe my identity is largely illusory.
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Appendix IVa - Interviews/Emails with Practitioners

Carol Moore (director) and Miche Doherty (actor)

Emailed Interview 

28th October, 2006

Carol Moore:

Hi, This is my response to a very angry gay audience member.

Carol

-----Original Message------

From:Carol Moore 

Subject: The Liverpool Boat

Hi... Thank you for your honest feedback regarding the content of the show. As the 

director I have been working on this show for 2 years and have always been very 

mindful of how we portray the gay storyline. Firstly we interviewed 3 gay men in the 

60's who remembered the Royal Avenue Bar as the only place in Belfast where gay 

men could behave outrageously and in many cases in a very stereotypical fashion. This 

was backed up in Maurice Leitch's novel The Liberty Boy.

I discussed at length with the actors in rehearsals the portrayal of gay men bearing in 

mind we are covering 3 decades. The main storyline of Norman and Keith I think is 

sensitively handled by the writer Maurice Bessman and the actors. In the scenes you 

are describing which is the gay bar scene of 1969 and the 1986 scene on the ferry we 

collectively felt that there was a cross-section of gay men representative of the period 

and in no way a contemporary comment on the gay community. Several members of 

the production are gay and I have always used them to consult with in regard to the 

"overall" tone of the storyline. In fact many people have commented on how moving 

the story of Norman and Keith is.

Regarding the venue - we wanted to find a location that replicated as closely as possible 

the atmosphere of the lounge of the ferry. I haven't heard anyone in this club make any 

derogatory comments about gay men, but there will always be homophobics and racists 

in any random group.

I can’t undo the hurt you are clearly feeling but I will look at the scenes this weekend 

and reflect on your comments.
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Thank you for bringing this to my attention 

Best wishes 

Carol Moore

-----Original Message------

From: Miche Doherty 

Subject: The Liverpool Boat

Carol, I didn't say anything on Saturday because it was immediately obvious that 

(audience member) was upset by the criticism, and 1 saw no point in adding to his 

discomfort. However, 1 do think that (audience member) made a valid complaint.

I want to emphasise that the problem is not in the script. Marie and Maurice have written 

gay and straight characters on equal terms. They all have their flaws and they all have 

their dignity. I always knew that some people were going to be offended by the Royal 

Avenue bar scene : it's the first time in the play that we meet gay characters, and they 

are behaving in a stereotypical manner. The defence is simple and robust: the scene is 

truthful. The gay scene in Belfast *was* like that, and frankly it hasn't changed much. 

As to the playing of the scene, I think your comment on Saturday was well made - if 

the ornamental details get bigger just for the sake of a laugh, then the drive of the story 

suffers. We need to be on our guard about that.

Now to the Rhythm Stick sequence. It is appalling.

Not, I hasten to add, as written. As written by Maurice it advances the Norman/Keith 

story by contrasting Keith's unselfconscious exuberance with Norman's 

embarrassment. The very fact that Keith publicly requests a song "for Norman from 

Keith” is enough to make Norman uncomfortable, and seeing Keith dancing and not 

caring what people think of him informs Norman's decision in the later scene to see his 

mother alone. In the rehearsal room I watched the scene and got a real sense of Norman 

getting more and more uptight with every mile closer to Ireland. Now I watch the scene 

and I want to apologise to the audience. Of course, by this point, nobody's looking at 

Norman. Everybody's looking at a grotesque caricature called Rita.
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I am not objecting to this scene on grounds of political correctness, or claiming any 

special privilege to comment because I'm gay, but I feel that that sequence jettisons 

truthfulness in favour of cheap laughs. Most seriously, I feel it distorts the storyline. 

Instead of Keith being himself and Norman being uncomfortable with that, we are 

seeing Keith apparently going out of his way to affront Norman by behaving 

outrageously in company of a cartoon character. There is no semblance of real life here. 

It makes a nonsense of Norman's next scene because, following that, he would surely 

have disowned Keith on the spot. In the course of the Rhythm Stick sequence, in a detail 

improvised in rehearsal, Sinbad passes a note to Norman. I try to write something 

amusing just for Richard, (usually just a knob joke) but last night I wrote "I never 

realised this was an offensive portrayal of gay men. I thought they were pretending to 

be baboons."

For me the big surprise is not that somebody complained; it is that so far only one 

person complained.

Miche x

Martin Lynch (writer/director)

7th April 2008

Niall: I had heard that you wrote a play with a gay character in the early 80s, can you 

tell me about it?

Martin: I wrote a play called 'Crack Up' in 1982 or 83. It contained a gay character, and 

I had a little bit of criticism that it was a little patronising. However a noted gay rights 

campaigner said that it was good to have visibility, and a sensitive portrayal of a gay 

man. Belfast was a progressive city in 1798 - there were parades in support of the 

French revolution - cutting edge in its political ideas in Europe at that time. In the 

twentieth century however, Belfast lacked public well being compared to the rest of 

Europe - until the civil rights protests in the 1960's. Gay rights movement, which began 

in the 1970's occurred alongside other cross-community movements such as women’s 

rights, and the Punk movement. The non-white community however was doubly
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marginalised. Boxing continued as a non-sectarian sport right through The Troubles. 

As far as the general theatre scene - there was still very much the 'poof-in the-play' that 

toured to the Grand Opera House. This was the case until Frank Me Guinness plays 

(‘Sons of Ulster' and 'Carthaginians') The broader context was that Belfast remained 

15-20 years behind Dublin in terms of progressive social issues.

Niall: Yes I remember there being a cross over between the punk and the queer 

movement.

Martin: Anything that did emerge became another identity. Extreme Punk identity was 

stronger here and lasted longer here. They were saying: “we don't like what we see 

here. We don't like this sectarian shit. Fuck that.” It was a very anti sectarian position 

and not just in its practicalities. They were saying: “You see what is happening in this 

city? It's shite and we don't like it.” Punks deliberately and conspicuously marched out 

of their own districts. But in social politics gay identity was the most politically 

ostracised and repressed.

Niall: Can you talk about how this fitted in with broader politics, and republican 

politics.

Martin: At this time Sinn Fein were beginning a Volte Face on many issues. Through 

the 1970's into the 80's they were conservative and right wing in their leadership. But 

in the late 80's its liberalisation and political evolution was mirrored by the rows on 

women’s rights and abortion in the Ard Fheis. Now the leadership is almost purely Left 

Wing.

John Goodchild (Community Theatre Activist)
20lh April 2008

Niall: Can you tell me about your visits to Belfast Community Theatre and your work 

on Ecce Homo?

John: I arrived on the Wednesday of the week of the Michael Stone killings and we 

almost got burned to death in the taxicab. Around that time 3 young men involved in
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the group were coming out. I puzzled over how do we make it safe for these young men 

to come out? It became obvious - do some theatre about it. That night I remember going 

into to town in one of the black taxis. I remember it the journey being a bit scary. We 

dodged another flaming taxicab. We went to The Crows Nest and The Orpheus. Tony 

and I went back to my digs (the inevitable occurred...) My hosts discovered us and I 

was kicked out. The next thing I performed was 'The Faggot’ sketch (my hosts were in 

the audience.) ‘Ecce Homo’ became the next piece that went into rehearsal. Not sure 

about what happened exactly, but I was led to believe that it had been checked out and 

that we had the go ahead from... Sinn Fein etc.

Niall: Can you reflect on why it was not publicly performed?

John: One reason may have been that because Gerard and Tony were playing two gay 

men - some people felt they were camping it up. Maybe this was the case, but they had 

recently come out and they were exploring their new identities. Maybe they felt it (the 

script) had been a little imposed on them. 1 felt that, you say you want to support these 

guys, but when it comes down to it and you are tested the support is not there. Maybe 

Tony and Gerard felt too exposed? It put relationships to the test, but the process was 

there and it raised a whole range of issues and made the invisible visible.

Niall: How was this connected with other things you were working on in mainland UK?

John: One reason I wanted to work in Belfast was because of what was happening 

throughout Thatcher's UK at that time - Clause 28 etc. -1 felt all politics of oppression 

are connected. There were obvious connections between the Troubles and issues in 

South Africa, Latin America - and sexuality.

Niall: What did you think of the divided city of Belfast in the 1980s?

John: After meeting in the centre of town - you couldn't be found out on the streets in 

the wrong area. We saw the area around the University as a neutral area.

Niall: In the centre of town we were a kind of alternative identity in a vacated city 

space.
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John: I say well done to the bravery of the people who maintained the Queer identity. 

(On soldiers harassing gay men in the Ring of Steel) The soldiers knew all the boys 

were coming from the gay bar. They shoved the ends of their rifles up the boys asses 

as they were up against the wall saying “bet you like that!” I showed them my Sheffield 

bus pass and they must have thought I was undercover because they disappeared pretty 

quickly. The centre of town also gave focus - we were easy prey for Queer bashers.

Niall: Tell me about your working methods.

John: There was a heightened sense of performance in the faggot sketch. This was what 

Bill and 1 did anyway - anti Poll-Tax sketches - sharing political theatre in the front 

room - to raise issues for discussion - a method of communication of ideas. I remember 

that ‘5/gn on the Dotted Line' was a very powerful piece - slow - all of a one - a logical 

progression - an experience that is IN the community - and a feeling that nobody's 

oppression is worse than anyone else's. There was a natural progression on to ‘Ecce 

Homo’.

Marie McKnight (Belfast Community Theatre)
20lh April 2008

Niall: Can you tell me about BCT’s work on Ecce Homo?

Marie: Epic theatre was the best way forward in dealing with these issues. We had been 

looking at people who were marginalised. We decided to look at gay issues because a 

number of the group were gay and marginalised because of this. The title was a 

deliberate play on Biblical characters and the hypocrisy of organised religion (Jesus 

said on the cross: 'behold the man and love him') Any issues of audience reception were 

discussed at length among the group. The normal pattern had been a run at Conway 

Mill and then a tour of pubs and social clubs. We all felt strongly that this would have 

been fine to do. And it was important that we had raised the unraiseable. Before so we 

were in the best position to tackle this issue. You have to remember that there was a
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positive flurry of activity over a period of a few years - we had just come from the 

success of 'Executions' by Eulic O'Connor. Even though homosexuality had been 

decriminalised several years earlier the murky world of homosexuality being used 

against someone still existed dependent on your background and your family - there 

was still the notion of leaving your sexuality at the door. The city centre gay subculture 

had a sense of other identities being suspended temporarily (if you had been allowed.)

Niall: Can you talk about why it was never publicly performed?

Marie: ‘Ecce Homo’ came after a period when we had been working flat out - the 

driving forces would have been Joe and myself primarily. We were finding difficulty 

with the epic theatre format as we had primarily worked in a naturalistic (including 

verbatim) format until then (for instance ‘Focaleen’ by Des Wilson and ‘‘Gilbert’ by 

Jim Me Glade.) It was weeks before the first dates had been set up and we found the 

form at least as challenging as the content - the non-naturalistic acting was a 

challenging method. ‘S/gn ’ had been near enough verbatim theatre. Emmanuel was to 

have been played by Gerard - we felt that - I hope he won’t mind me saying this, but 

Tony was camper than Gerard and we felt that the more ‘straight’ playing of the 

character would be a more interesting way to go. A stereotyped campness would have 

allowed the character to be positioned as 'the other'. A feeling that the group just burnt 

themselves out. A decision had to be taken - we're not ready for this - people are just 

not able to meet their obligations.

Niall: Any other thoughts?

Marie: I felt that it was an issue that needed to be tackled - experiences as a teenager - 

marginalised within youth groups - (not sure if the following might be my thoughts) - 

working class identity and this should be a working class theatre and the performance 

should be saved for the stage not every day life. A sense of performing yourself 

everyday. You should think about Michael Kline - who taught Joe Reid - a New York 

Jew who pioneered and inspired us in terms of civil rights issues - he also contributed 

to the piece.
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Joe Reid (Belfast Community Theatre)
21s1 April 2008

Niall: Can you tell me about the work of BCT?

Joe: The company grew out of our involvement in community work in west Belfast. 

We were all community workers and the Arts always figured highly in our work. 

Provided a method of exploring ideas. Our first production was a farce - ‘A bit of Craic’ 

(by Jim McGlade.) Michael Kline said let’s see where this goes. Theatre has a role in 

highlighting issues. The Troubles being the main issue at the time. To break the feeling 

of being powerless - you have a voice. But an awareness that you may be full of your 

own contradictions. ‘Sign on the Dotted Line ’ - a piece for its time. Then ‘Executions

Niall: And how did you come to tackle gay rights?

Joe: In deciding to do 'Ecce' there was no grand statement - a man in the group had 

been suffering a homophobic attack. It was a human rights issue, not a gay play as such 

- we wanted to deal with rights, entitlement and dignity. We have a collective 

responsibility in questioning our own attitudes. [On the Biblical allusions.] There was 

a lot of religious iconography around the hunger strikers at the time. We decided - let’s 

look at this man - this group of men - an organic intellectual process.

Niall: And why did it not receive a public staging?

Joe: I left it aside because I don’t think it was crafted well enough. [On the format.] 

Important to explore a non-naturalistic style - empathy and engagement - NOT 

sympathy. This was a highly politicised society with a significant marginalised group. 

[On power and the church - Catholicism.] We felt a justifiable anger toward people 

who had power and could speak out but did nothing - our anger directed toward 

organised religion therefore. The disengagement of institutions - a lack of response to 

hurt and pain in society. I felt the anger needed to be brought down in the script for 

people to engage.

Niall - Belfast’s geography figures large in the piece? Neutral venues existed - 

particularly for gay people - they needed their own space - a process of becoming - a
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place where they were not the ‘other’. A marginalised minority that was desegregated. 

Niall - And you never returned to work on it again? My memory is that Tony got a 

paying job. It could not have been recast as it would have lost its power. There was also 

an issue around the form of the script - people were uncomfortable with it - perhaps not 

enough time spent working on the form. I had a very clear view of the form but in 

hindsight maybe there was an element of intellectual arrogance. The silences of the 

form were powerful - a narrator too had been used to great effect in previous shows. 

We let people sit uncomfortably and think. When we rehearsed read it I had a clear 

feeling that the anger needed to be toned down.

Chris Rowan - “Bunny”
2nd Feb 2010

Niall: Tell me about the creation of your drag persona ‘Bunny’?

Chris: I named her after a burlesque dancer form the 1940s; on whom the look is also 

based. Look at “A low life in high heels” by Tempus Storm. I started performing as 

Bunny in 2005/6. But you are a boy in a dress until you get something together that 

people applaud.

Niall: You were very young then?

Chris: I realised early on that the only people that are displaying true originality are the 

drag queens and trannies. They are shining their own crazy light. You choose your own 

morality completely but in doing so you cut yourself off. Drag taught me more about 

my masculinity (that it is) not something that you learn in a military school that can be 

turned on and off as I did in Campbell College when I was ‘acting’ a straight part.

Niall: You perform a lot more in Dublin these days?

Chris: Drag queens are more prevalent in mainstream culture down south. Panti (Rory 

McNeil’s famous Dublin Drag persona) would introduce me as Iris Robinson’s social 

secretary. Referring to me as naturally friends with Ian Paisley and Free Presbyterian 

calling the North a loft apartment above a really great party.
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Niall: This conjures up the image of a dark backward place with a frisson of danger 

perhaps?

Chris: I would say “If you can’t make out what I am saying then just think of me as a 

beautiful stranger from a far away land.”

Group Interview with the Drag Queens 

Gerry Walls - “Tina Leggs Tantrum”
Marcus Hunter-Neill - “Lady Portia Di’monte”
Gordon Crawford - “Trudy Scrumptious”
5,h Feb 2010

Niall: Gerry, you first as you’re the oldest, how did ‘Tina’ begin?

Gerry: I started doing drag in 1998/9 at the age of 28/29, 1 guess, I didn’t make any 

money out of it then. It wasn’t anything that I considered a career path initially. I was 

a dance teacher.

Gerry: The catalyst came when I won Alternative Miss Ireland in 2001, then I thought 

I could treat it seriously and make something of her.

Niall: And how did you three come together to perform? You are from very different 

Northern Irish backgrounds.

Gerry: In 2001 The Sunday Drag show began its first incarnation in the Parliament bar 

- which is now called Mynt - as “Gay Your Cards Right.” I had met Gordon and 

Marcus through the alternative scene at the Art College and the Belfast Met., and they 

joined me as Trudi and Portia. I knew that it had to be more than just me from one side 

of the community. Tina is a fun loving fearless female from the Falls.
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She, Tina, gets away with pushing the sectarian play of Protestant/Catholic banter 

because the dress makes her harmless; I feel sometimes I perform on a knife edge of 

acceptability so sharp 1 could cut myself.

Niall: Does the drag help with dealing with this politics on a knife edge?

Gerry: Oh absolutely. It changes everything. I can feel the hate rising with the gusset 

of the tights. As 1 put on the slap. There is a release mechanism of stuff that can be said 

onstage that I could not say as Gerry.

Niall: How was it in those early years Marcus?

Marcus: We started with just seven customers on the first night but this grew to over 

four hundred on our last night there in 2004. The management weren’t the best - they 

used to make us give out the prize money from our wages. And the Kremlin had opened 

up a bar called Union Street and they asked us to move there.

Niall: And the show in Union Street is very popular now; a lot of straight people go 

there too?

Marcus: People want to have the ridiculousness of the outside world pointed out to 

them. I want there to be a ripple effect out into the straight community.

Gordon: I think it goes along with what one of my favourite writers Christopher 

Isherwood says -‘You’re expressing what’s basically serious to you in terms of fun and 

artifice and elegance.’ We take the piss out of each other more than the audience and 

we play with our difference and the whole Protestant/Catholic thing. And the stuff we 

say when we are getting ready upstairs is much worse - we are cruel - but its all in fun 

like.

Niall: So you consciously play with the politics of Northern Ireland all the time then?

Gordon: We know that we as a troupe reflect the social demographic of our audience 

and our story lines and plot twists merge between the auto and the unrelated biography
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and between us and our audience. When the Iris Robinson comments were first aired 

in 2008 my initial response was to drag up as a politician and perform to Alanis 

Morrisette’s ‘Fuck You’ which brought the house down.

Niall: So you are proud that you can intervene and have some kind of impact with these 

cabaret turns?

Gordon: Drag queens are a touchstone of the queer community - defenders (a la 

stonewall) whose obvious identifiable quality also mean they can be attacked first.

Martin Lynch (writer/director)
Emailed Interview 

6th February 2012

Niall: The play was first performed one year after homosexuality was decriminalised 

in Northern Ireland, how did this influence your portrayal of the gay character Nipper? 

Niall - What influence had the 'Save Ulster from Sodomy' campaign on your slant in 

directing Nipper's attitude to his sexuality if any?

Martin: Hi Niall, the genuine answers to your first 2 questions are short - none 

whatsoever. Neither of these issues was on my mind. In fact, I didn't know 

homosexuality was decriminalised the year before.

Niall: Do you remember any significant instances in rehearsal around Nipper and his 

sexuality - in debate with actors and writer?

Neither do I remember any particular instances in rehearsals of any significant 

discussion about the sexuality of Nipper. There may have been but I don't remember 

any - apart for the usual type of actor questions about his character from Niall Cusack.

Niall: What significance did you attach to the name Nipper?

Martin: I can’t remember and have no idea why I chose the name Nipper. Based on my
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normal modus operand!, I usually give a character a nickname to 

indicate/display/show/engender affection for that character.

Niall: How important do you feel it was that this was the first (that 1 have found) gay 

NI character on stage?

Martin: I don't really know how important it is but if it was the first gay NI character 

on stage, I am thrilled to have done it. It suggests that I am intelligent, liberal, literate, 

thoughtful, handsome, a good soccer player, a person with great taste in music (Van 

Morrison, Otis Redding, etc.) - and was a way ahead of the game for that period. All of 

which gives me great satisfaction to know. Thank you Mr Rea for bestowing that 

accolade on me, for that is what I believe it is.

Hope this helps.

Martin

Michael Poyner (producer/director)
Emailed interview 

February 2012

Dear Michael, (Feb 2012)

Niall: Thanks so much in advance for considering these questions,

Niall: The play was first performed one year after homosexuality was decriminalised 

in Northern Ireland, how did this influence your direction of the gay character Nipper?

Michael: Not in any way whatsoever!

Niall: What influence had the 'Save Ulster from Sodomy' campaign on your slant in 

directing Nipper's attitude to his sexuality if any?

Michael: None!
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Niall: Do you remember any significant instances in rehearsal around Nipper and his 

sexuality - in debate with actors and writer?

Michael: I think, at the time, Niall may not have been entirely comfortable with the 

part. We did not want to make him, in any way, a stereotypical 'poofter' ... part of the 

reason I cast him. I saw him as a functioning human being, rather than a gay icon.

Niall: What significance did you attach to the name Nipper?

Michael: None, really. The 'english' use of the word, as in 'child/kid' wasn't useful ... 

other resonances seemed farfetched.

Niall: How important do you feel it was that this was the first (that I have found) gay 

NI character on stage?

Michael: I'm not sure 1 realised it was ... I didn't attach any importance to it ... just 

another character to seek the truth about.

Hannah Slatne (dramturg Tinderbox)
Emailed interview 

February 2012

Niall: Can you tell me about the gay characters in Tinderbox’s work? Specifically in 

On McQuillan’s Hill and God’s Country. Also about Observe the Sonsl To what extent 

can queer characters be seen as desegregated or desegregating?

Hannah: Hi Niall, thanks for the nudge! It had fallen off my radar. I am in the middle 

of reading DRAG though! So I am not completely useless.

Mick is off this week so I will let him answer the questions about Observe the Sons. 

Neither of us was here for McQuillan’s Hill so it’s a bit difficult to compare the 

discussions around the decision to produce that and God's Country.
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I can tell you about God’s Country definitely. The main impetus to go with Colin’s 

script was it was so topical that reality run away with him! It is very seldom I get a 

script on my desk which passionately, thoughtfully and compassionately deal with a 

really current event. When I received the first version of God’s Country (it was called 

something else at the time) it was about Iris Robinsons homophobic remarks in the UK 

parliament and on NI radio. We started to talk to Colin about developing the script just 

before the bigger Robinson scandal broke. When that happened we all realised that the 

play was defunct, superseded by events so we met with Colin and looked at what was 

possible. We all got quite excited about the challenge of reworking the play to be a 

response to how the DUP would react and continue in the wake of the Robinson 

scandals.

The thing that attracted me with the play was the compassionate but unsentimental look 

at the internal working of the Williamson’s family. The pressure on the family 

relationships by the very publicly held views on morality, sexuality and the parents’ 

political standing with subsequent stakes. Patricia Williamson is a mother after all. She 

has denied herself being a mother because her child is gay. The return of her son and 

his partner when Mr Williamson is deteriorating in dementia.

I am not sure what you mean by: To what extent can 'queer' characters be seen as 

desgregated and/or desegregating characters? Maybe you can expand on that a bit more.

I might not be a good person to talk about how sexual politics have moved on in NI. 

From where I sit, it seems as if there has been a great shift towards more openness but 

I am in the midst of the arts community!

What I do think, is that I no longer feel that we need to go and dig up or look to 

commission plays about queer characters anymore. They are around, they have been on 

our stages and will continue to feature in the future, very much thanks to Outburst 

festival, Theatreofpluck and Alyson Campbell. This is a great development.

I hope that helps! It’s a start at least. I will get back to you soon about DRAG.

Hanna
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Niall Cussack (actor)

10th February 2012

Niall: Can you tell me first of all about Crack Up? You played the first NI gay character 

Nipper? Were you worried at all at the time?

Niall C: Cast included, Ian Mcllhinney (Joe) Marie Jones (Patsy) Libby Huntley 

(Marylin) Michael McKnight (Desmond, gay in real life.) And Paul the boyfriend 

(unknown actor.) It was a Group Theatre Stage 80 production; it toured to Newry.

The singing of various Perry Como numbers during the show was terrifying to me - I 

didn’t even worry at all about the character’s homosexuality. Dubarry’s is mentioned 

but I think it was a prostitute pick up joint kind of bar not a gay bar.

Niall: This was around the time of the Save Ulster from Sodomy Campaign - did that 

influence you?

Niall C: Our perception of the ‘Save Ulster from Sodomy’ campaign was that it was a 

huge joke. It’s odd but the gay character in the play seems to have passed under the 

radar a bit. It is not remembered because it was not a financial or artistic success. It was 

perhaps not well constructed and a little superficial. Owes a lot to the success of 

Abigail’s Party the year before. I remember that in an earlier draft Nipper had had a 

work accident and had lost an arm or something, was living off his compensation 

money and was drinking heavily - later Martin decided to make him gay instead.

Niall: That’s interesting - that it changed to a gay character - how was this debated in 

rehearsal?

Niall C: Martin and Michael debated the portrayal of the gay man in rehearsal a bit - 

Martin said Michael should help write the lines, he would know how to say things. 

There is an important section around pages 53-55. “nobody made me the way I am” 

speech quite forward thinking!
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Niall: And years later you played a gay man in Tinderbox’s On McQuillan’s Hill - Can 

you talk a bit about that?

Niall C: In 2011 played a butch foul mouthed swaggering Neanderthal of an IRA man 

- but that was not a cover he would have acted like that even out of the closet. Indeed 

I got off on the foul-mouthed, sweet-talking scenes - and found them a delight to play 

and engendered huge laughs from the audience. Gay men often came up and hugged 

me after the show - and fellow gay actors applauded my portrayal - We just played 

them like a couple of blokes who were at it like hammer and tongs.

Niall: Can you talk about the desegregation of the cross community love story?

Niall C: Theatre operates already in an intersectarian space - indeed it is only when 

they really like each other that actors engage in sectarian banter - which can be 

shocking to the uninitiated non-native theatre worker involved in the production.

Marie Jones (Actor/writer/direetor)
11th February 2012

Niall: Can you talk a little about Crack Up? You played the sister in law of a gay man?

Marie: In 1983 the audience just laughed at the idea of a gay character, nobody took it 

seriously; it was a bit of a shock for comic effect. It was around that time that the theatre 

director Andy Hinds came out on the TV programme Spotlight in response to the ‘Save 

Ulster from Sodomy’ campaign. On the night Margaret Thatcher was elected, I 

remember watching the results with some boys from Gay Sweatshop Theatre Co. who 

were touring in Belfast at that time. The mood was very dark as they thought that with 

her election any moves forward in terms of gay rights would be impossible. They were 

playing their show in the first Presbyterian Church in Rosemary Street; I don’t know 

how on earth they ended up there. I remember it was a great show in the agitprop style. 

They said what was unsayable in Northern Ireland.
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Niall: Years later you wrote a play with some gay characters - The Liverpool Boat- can 

you talk a little about your inspiration?

[On the story of the main gay character]

Marie: In 1960s Belfast a gay life was impossible. That was one of the reasons we chose 

to write that part. We wanted a group of people who needed to get out on the boat. 

People who wanted to get away from the restrictions of Northern Ireland. I wasn’t 

happy at all about the portrayal of the smaller gay parts in The Liverpool Boat. It was a 

ridiculous over the top decision by the actors. They didn't understand that these were 

supposed to be real people with real lives, but some straight actors go to that easy 

surface portrayal of gayness.

I remember The Crows Nest was a dishevelled dingy bar but the camaraderie and safe 

atmosphere was amazing. The colour and spirit was palpable and even subversive. The 

people there felt that there was a war on against us but we were gonna have a good 

time, well at least until Monday morning comes and we have to return to our buttoned 

up lives.

Niall: You also wrote a play with a transgender character called Rock Dovesl

Marie: I chose the title ‘Rock Doves’ because pigeons are survivors who live in hard 

conditions and survive. They huddle together taking whatever is thrown at them. The 

characters had hate/love, love/hate relationships. I was inspired to write the play 14 

years ago by a disturbing incident on the Lisburn Road. A shop called ‘Transform’ 

opened to serve the transsexual and transvestite community. It was immediately 

picketed by religious and unionist political groups. It was forced to close after a short 

time. I thought this was a terrible shame for that community.

I decided to research this community and contacted The Belfast Butterfly Club. 

Northern Irelands support group for transsexuals, transvestites and their families. I 

invited two members to dinner with two actors that I knew. Linda was a big Ballymena 

man, whose appearance and manner was very feminine, but not her voice. When I began 

working on ‘Rock Doves’ I contacted Linda again and took Ian Beattie who was to play
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Lillian along to their meeting. Funny enough it was at the back of a boxing club in 

Lisburn. One of them had a wife who was very supportive and helped buy the clothes 

and shoes. One packed up the car and drove for miles every Monday night just to dress 

as a woman for those few hours; he couldn't cope otherwise. This expresses a deep, 

deep need; it had to be done. Different communities react differently to queer identities.

Religion is the last thing on these characters’ minds. There is nothing in the Bible about 

transvestism, so it is not to be taken seriously in these terms.

Niall: Why did Lillian betray the hiding place of the young man at the end of the play?

Marie: Lillian’s choice in Act Two is about survival; It was her or him. The deep need 

that I had witnessed in The Butterfly Club was expressed in this tragic choice, she had 

to leave, had to go somewhere where she could be herself. She was desperate, and 

besides they had promised her that they wouldn’t harm the boy. These characters are 

totally at the edge of society, shunned and marginalised. Lillian is the link with the 

outside world, but she is only just tolerated by it, tolerated through her humorous stage 

persona. It is because of her link with the paramilitaries in the outside world that it has 

to be her that gives away the boy’s whereabouts.

Michael Duke (artistic director Tinderbox)
20th February 2012

Niall: First of all can you talk about your production of Observe the Sons! And 

specifically about the character of Pyper?

Michael: In 1998/9 directed the show in Dundee 2003 at Lyric; Richard Dormer played 

‘Pyper’ in both. You can’t work with an actor with any degree of rigour and not 

reference the character’s sexuality - one would have to ignore it all together or deal 

with it. The play is so much about those men from the six counties, and what is driving 

the actor playing ‘Pyper’ has to be investigated.

Niall: And how did Frank McGuinness interact with your production?
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Michael: Frank visited the Lyric after two weeks of rehearsal. He had rewritten certain 

parts (old Pyper monologue/ Bo island scene), but there is still no stage direction of a 

kiss. He had two main notes (I feel he may have directed a much camper production) 

that the hymns should be less durge like and should rouse the men to fight as songs of 

war.

And the kiss. He said when I asked him 'Do you want them to kiss?’ - ‘I want them to 

fuck, but 1 will settle for a kiss,’ this was to stress the importance of the physical love 

scene for him. The intensity of the play draws the men in and instils a sense of 

camaraderie more than is usual.

Niall: A homo-social slippage?

Michael: The cast felt the scene had a highly charged sexuality already. The physical 

choreography of the men is intense throughout and needs to be emphasised in the 

Craig/Pyper scene - if the kiss is absent then this is the least physical scene.

Niall: And can you talk a little about the various gay characters in the work of 

Tinderbox?

Michael: The only gender emphasis that Tinderbox has pursued since I took over as 

Artistic Director has been the deliberate commissioning of female playwrights. Rather 

than ‘Troubles’ plays per se, I asked Northern Irish writers to write about what they 

wanted - and this led to more complex identities in performance, and this would include 

diverse sexualities.

Niall: And specifically on your most recent success ‘God’s Country’?

Michael: An honest work sometimes has the power to pre-empt events in the real world. 

Michael and Kerry visited the victim’s unit in the office of the Office of the First 

Minister and Deputy First Minister at Stormont and were told that the DUP could not 

attend the play because it was about a hate crime and it was their policy that 

homophobic crime was not a hate crime. The decision that the mother went to the
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service in the Catholic Church, whether or not a hate crime or sectarianism was 

involved, was then refrained by the attendance of Peter Robinson at the funeral of the 

Catholic policeman a few months later.

Richard Clements (actor)

22nd February 2012

Niall: Can you talk a little about playing the gay character in Caught Red Handed?

Richard: It was a really funny script and was perfectly timed, thinking how were the 

unionists going to react to the Good Friday agreement. Placing a gay character at the 

centre of all that was a really interesting thing to do. His weakness in first half is in 

marked contrast to his strength after coming out - precipitated by the change of the 

father character. We were all quite edgy about how it was going to be received and 

would any Democratic Unionist Party politicians come to see it - some junior members 

did and enjoyed it.

The whole idea about that play was how open-minded can the unionists be about the 

future. If all their worst nightmares come to fruition - which is what happens - and then 

the person who has to save the situation is a queer character? If religion goes hand in 

hand with unionist politics, then treatment of sexuality goes hand in hand with that too. 

Wayne forces unionists to look at everything, but the farcical quality assuages the 

political explosiveness.

Niall: What inspiration did you have for your portrayal?

Richard: At the time I based it on Tony Blair - he was still popular - everyone wanted 

an honest politician - one who shared everything with the public. You know what 

would happen if a leader laid all his cards on the table. If there was nothing left to reveal 

then surely we could get to the heart of some sort of solution.
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Niall: And a few years later you played a gay character again in Marie Jones’ The 

Liverpool Boat? There was some controversy with that play when an audience member 

complained?

Richard: We were trying to tell this serious sincere story about a gay man in exile and 

this silly Hit me with your Rhythm stick scene on the boat was a step too far.

This was improvised in rehearsal.

(Norman like Wayne in CRH is similarly trapped but Wayne turns full circle)

Norman is left miserable in Liverpool in exile, and unlike the other characters there was 

no modern day scene for him. He is left depressed in a Miami Vice Jacket in the 1980s. 

His country accent led to unintentional laughs, but I wanted to portray a guy out of his 

depth with a great character arc.

Jeffrey Dudgeon - Gay rights activist and author
April 2012

Niall: Jeffrey, thanks so much for meeting me, it’s a privilege. Your gay rights activism 

has paved the way for pretty much everything I research in my thesis.

Jeffrey: Not at all Niall, I hope I can help you.

Niall: First of all I wanted to ask you if you had any memories of Gay Sweatshop 

Theatre Company visiting Belfast in the late 1970s?

Jeffrey: It is such a long time ago. I have vague memories of their first visit. I remember 

there being a protest by the DUP and the Save Ulster from Sodomy lot, but there were 

lots more people protesting against them. The university cancelled their return visit the 

following year because of safety concerns, which I thought was very sad. The 

production that year was of Noel Greig’s great play Dear Love of Comrades about 

Edward Carpenter and his various lovers, all of whom were called George. Yes the first 

Presbyterian Church (the Unitarian one in Rosemary Street) stepped in and gave them
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their church hall. It was a beautiful production, very intelligent and moving. We named 

the Carpenter’s Club after Edward Carpenter did you know that?

Niall: Really? I remember going there as a teenager once. It was very exciting.

Jeffrey: The RUC often came in and made us turn the lights up so they could see who 

was there. Sometimes the soldiers would come in there though, and to the earlier venue 

The Chariot Rooms, and have a drink and even a dance, with uniforms and guns, they 

couldn't go anywhere else in the city really.

Niall: That’s amazing.

John Linehan - “May McFetridge”

9th May 2012

Niall: Can you tell me about the beginnings of May McFetridge?

John: May was born on 21st August 1987, purely as a radio personality initially, after 

two weeks the Irish News wanted to know what she looked like, so we did a photo 

shoot. I saw her as a wee woman in her mid sixties from north Belfast. She initially had 

a grey wig because that was the one my mammy had, and with her hat and an oul 

cardigan May was born.

Niall: Do you see her as following in the tradition of the cross-dressed characters of 

James Young?

John: I never consciously thought about May in relation to James Young but if anyone 

mentions me in the same breadth as him I am delighted because he was a class act. 

[This interview took place before the revelations in the Sunday World in 2012]

Niall: And does the skirt give you licence to get away with things that you couldn’t say 

in trousers?
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John: May often goes to far with what she says, but if I apologise as John for anything 

she says, people say 'Awk don't worry, sure that's just May.' We always talk about her 

in the third person. It's as if May's character has licence to say anything, everyone 

knows what she's like. She goes to the limit of political and social niceties, she pops the 

balloon of respectability.

Niall: And do you see her as desegregated?

John: She is never one side or the other, she is always 'one of youse' - never one of us 

or them. Sure what's the difference between a Protestant tenner and a Catholic tenner? 

Nathin!

[On the dressed wound gag.... ]

There's no one in the room more ridiculously dressed than me, that's why I can get away 

with criticising people's appearances. I dress not for style but for protection.

'Ah at least I can change - that's you out for the night!'

Niall: As a man in a skirt you can say things that John wouldn't get away with, that's 

one of the main reasons it works. How do you see her in relation to the gay and trans 

community?

John: I am proud of May has a big gay following, she also has an elderly following. 

May fights for all the oppressed and underprivileged be they old, gay or whatever. Some 

journalists don't get this, they see me as tacky, one even wanted rid of me from Northern 

Ireland ...along with the whole fucking town of Portrush!

Paula McFetridge (director/actor)
28th May 2012

Niall: Can you tell me about your interaction with the work of Frank McGuinness?

Paula: I played Greta in Carthaginians in 2000 and was artistic director Lyric theatre 

in 2004 when Observe the Sons was restaged. Carthaginians is so different in many
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versions - Frank rewrote it for Galway - he felt he had written a play without a certain 

clarity that he only saw when he came to direct it. If you take care of Greta, Greta will 

take care of you. Rights are always given for the post 1998 reworked script now.

Niall: And Observe?

Paula: There had never been a 100% Ulster lads production of Observe 

We got together a group of actors that were just on the cusp of being too old.

I remember there being a headline around then in the Belfast Telegraph “The Ulster 

Boys March to the Front” as it was the start of the Iraq war. But we had started working 

on production ideas in Feb 2003. Frank felt it was the right time to relook at the play 

given the authenticity of the production - the suggested rewrites came from him.

[on the Bo island scene]

He felt the overlap in the scene wasn’t as musical as it could have been and some of the 

narrative leaps and use of language were more esoteric than they should have been. The 

drive to this should have been a clearer trajectory. He was bruised by the original 

reaction to the play in Belfast, and he was at a point in his career where reassessing a 

narrative was a good thing rather than a negative. From a producer’s perspective - the 

level of aggression and anger in the auditorium was palpable. The ownership of 

characters from different geographies was incredible. All the questions then became 

contested difficult issues. Lots of groups from the Orange Order came to the Scottish 

production.

Lots of comments were made to the two boys in the bar after the show [Pyper and 

Craig] “ You know what we would do to the likes of you? We would put you up against 

the wall and one bullet would do the two of you.” The lack of ownership of the sexual 

politics - its abjectness. Working class lads were sent to the front as cannon fodder - 

and now the Iraq war provided context. But the play is most disturbing because of its 

sectarianism. The way it deals with fear is the most brilliant.

Niall: And what about the famous kiss?
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Paula: There is a certain homosocial sexual chemistry in each of the pairings - does the 

kiss serve any purpose? - does the kiss fail? Perhaps in its abjectness it stops the 

homosocial identifications that happen earlier. It was a very vocal auditorium I 

remember. You would shit yourself every night coming up to the kiss. There was 

always a gasp (or a giggle in the schools matinees). Frank moved the kiss to the very 

end of the scene because he knew everything else would be lost after it.

Paddy Scully (actor/writer/director)
29th August 2012

Niall: Tell me about the cross dressed character’s of James Young that open your play? 

And Young’s sexuality?

Paddy: There was the apocryphal tale of how Jonny Adair killed Sammy Duddy's dog. 

Sammy was a UDA member who had a drag act in the sixties and seventies performing 

all over the loyalist club circuit and even entertained the troops. My play was told in 

terms of his characters rather than his biography and his sexuality was only alluded to, 

after all I wasn't about to blow the man's gaff. As one newsletter journalist said to me, 

nobody wanted to know except those 'in the know'. The second half looks at what he 

might be doing now post Good Friday Agreement, setting up a souvenir ship in 

Stormont with his catholic 'boyfriend' Donagh! In real life James had a long term 

partner Jack who had been an officer in the British army. He appeared as the straight 

man in many of his sketches both on stage and television.

Niall: Young’s characters, even male, were quite camp?

Paddy: During his short stint on BBC radio's The McCooeys all the other actors got 

together and complained that he was too 'musical' in coded reference to his sexuality, 

and got him fired from the programme. Belfast City Council used him to stamp all over 

Sam Thompson, they would rather give the theatre to a raving queen than have his 

controversial play about the shipyards! James Young appeared on RTF's the late late 

show twice... who knows where he would have ended up if he had lived.
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Chris Robinson (actor)

Emailed Interview 

17th November 2012

Niall: Chris, Paddy Scully gave me his play about James Young to study for my PhD 

and in the programme notes I noticed you played the young boyfriend amongst other 

parts. Can you tell me what you remember about the show? Were you aware of Young’s 

interest in underage teenagers in your research for the part?

Chris: I think at the time when we did the play we were aware of the rumours and the 

character that I played was there to allude to his preference for young men but there 

was no proof at that time and I don't think we were aware of just how young some of 

his victims were. The play was a fairly light-hearted look at his work rather than any in 

depth look into his private life. My main memory of it was roller-skating with angel 

wings and silver make-up on actually.

Joe Rea (producer)
Emailed Interview 

20lh November 2012

Niall: Joe can you comment on the fact that your production company GBL pulled the 

James Young Story from its booked slot at the MAC earlier this year?

Joe: Pulling the James Young Story was the hardest decision that GBL Productions 

have ever had to make, we had a brilliant creative team lined up and a stellar 

cast. However with the revelations in a Sunday Newspaper about James Young it was 

felt that a show that celebrated this Ulster comedy hero would not be well received and 

in fact could damage our company.
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Niall: On a happier subject, I know that you also produced Brenda Muphy’s A Night 

With George, Can you talk about why you think that show has been so successful? Any 

bits of it in particular?

Joe: We were delighted to get involved with that show and optioned it after an initial 

showing as part of the Felie an Phobail in West Belfast by Brassneck Theatre Company. 

I remember seeing it in a social club with a packed audience. It was a magical night. 

The struggle of a woman alone through the Troubles raising a gay son resonated with 

everyone there. The son’s gayness didn’t seem to bother anyone. It led to some great 

theatrical moments, like when she is singing T Will Survive’ in the gay bar. But one 

moment in particular stood out - 1 remember the granny saying she would happily do 

six months in Maghaberry jail for punching Iris Robinson and the audience going wild. 

They laughed and then after a few seconds started to cheer and clap, looking around at 

each other. We knew then it would be a great success, and that it was an important piece 

of work to support.

Petesy Burns (musician/director)

13th July 2013

Niall: Tell me about the production of Hedwig and your company Blast Proof 

Sunglasses?

Petesy: Blast Proof Sunglasses was formed in 2010 to present 1 Hedwig’ at the CQAF 

in 2011. First at Buffs club on writers square - Ancient Order of Antediluvian Buffaloes 

Social drinking club, then Waterfront Hall, then Newcastle Arts festival, then Black 

Box. Blast Proof Sunglasses became a band and they still play.

Niall: And tell me about the female performer of the Hedwig Character.

Petesy: Brenda Morgan [Petesy's wife] especially has to absorb herself in the character 

for a month. Aly S Heedy played ’Hedwig’ at some point and John Cameron Mitchell's 

hairstylist said in the documentary of the making that she was the most intense and
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played it off Broadway in New York off Broadway. We were cutting our teeth -this 

was our first foray into theatre.

Niall: And why did you choose this piece?

Petesy: I knew there were all sorts of things came out of the woodwork and parallels to 

the situation in Northern Ireland - from Hedwig's point of view just trying to break free. 

There were images of Belfast Peace walls projected and I wanted to deliberately draw 

that comparison. Tear Me Down - ‘Yitsak’ gives context of ‘Hedwig’ as a bridge - not 

much between a bridge and a wall without me in the middle.

Niall: It was cross gender, cross political, cross identity.

Petesy: When the wall comes down not really knowing who they are. Never had as 

much of a public identity before ‘Hedwig’ - complicated yet simple in terms of its 

humanity.

Give them a life give them a past - both joyful and painful.

Niall: And when did the idea arise to do this piece?

Petesy: One thing that made me want to do it in the first was a reaction to Iris Robinson's 

comments. It was a huge motivation - I wanted to react - but react as an artist - react 

creatively. To open attitudes and as a reaction against bigotry - I have a niece and 

nephew who are both gay and their faces came into my head when I heard Iris speak 

and calling them an abomination.

Sam McCready (director)

Emailed Interview 

11th May, 2014

Niall: Dear Sam, I hope you don't mind me contacting you directly. I am in the final 

months of writing up my PhD thesis for Queen's University. I am particularly looking 

at gay characters in performance in Northern Ireland. My primary research is on
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Northern Irish gay characters but I also mention productions that were performed here 

but originally had non-Ulster gay characters. I am interested in how representations of 

alternative sexual identities were responded to outside the theatre too.

I knew already that Bent had been directed by yourself in the Lyric and have seen some 

of the more reactionary reviews in regional papers - but I was surprised and interested 

when Trish mentioned that she had heard you say that you had to vary your route home 

sometimes from the theatre? How did this come about? Was it specifically the two plays 

you directed with gay scenes (Spring Awakening included)?

I hope you are well and look forward to your response,

Best wishes,

Niall

Sam McCready: Dear Niall, thank you for your email. I'm delighted to respond to any 

of the questions you may have about Bent or Spring's Awakening. Spring's Awakening 

received the greater publicity from the media because Rev. Robert Bradford asked the 

police to ban the production as immoral, claiming that he "didn't want Belfast turned 

into a Soho." As you may have seen in the archives, Bradford's action was given front

page coverage in the local media, where it was referred to as the "gay kisses play," 

because two of the male characters had a sustained kiss on stage. When I spoke to the 

police, who refused to say when their representative would see the production in case I 

changed it for the occasion, they advised me, off the record, to take care when leaving 

the theatre in the evening and to find alternative ways to drive to my home in East 

Belfast—"just to be on the safe side." The police never contacted the theatre officially 

but by the end of the first week a brief paragraph appeared in the News Letter saying 

the police did not intend to take any action against the production. Of concern to me 

during that week was that since homosexuality was illegal in N. Ireland, I or a 

representative from the theatre could be charged with procuring a homosexual act in 

public so you can imagine my relief when I read the News Letter article that 

Saturday. Later, I discovered that in certain evangelical circles I continued to be known 

as "the man who does dirty plays."

With Bent, there were no attempts to have the production banned and therefore there 

was less publicity but some audience members made their objections during the verbal 

fuck scene by standing up, banging their seats, and leaving the theatre, shouting, "That's
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disgusting." "I'm not sitting here another minute to watch this filth." Their actions only 

increased the tension in that remarkable scene.

I think a major reason for the difference in the public reaction to the two plays was that 

in Spring's Awakening the sex was visual while in Bent, it was verbal. The physical 

presentation of a gay act was more disturbing in the live theatre and I’m wondering was 

that the first time two male characters had kissed onstage.

Interestingly when I did my adaptation of The Picture of Dorian Gray in the Arts 

Theatre in 1989 and presented Dorian and Lord Henry as cross-dressers, there was 

nothing but enthusiastic approval.

I will be in Belfast over the summer and if you would like to meet to discuss the 

productions in more detail. I'd be happy to do that.

In the meantime, good luck with your thesis and I look forward to reading it at some 

stage. It's a fascinating subject.

Sam

Owen McCaffarty (writer)

16th May 2014

Niall: Owen I wanted to ask you a quick question about ‘Quietly’. I just wondered about 

the last customer victim described by Jimmy on page 34 of the published script.

thirty six - not married - teacher - anytime you saw him at the weekend he was drunk 

- always remember him being very well dressed - rumour had it he was a bit odd 

In Patrick's performance he seemed to underscore the word odd in a particular fashion 

which elicited a laugh from the audience at that moment despite the dark frankness of 

such a death list in exposition. I just wondered what your intentions were with this 

offstage character of the 'odd' teacher - and was his well dressed appearance, his 

’oddness’ and unmarried status indicative of his homosexuality? I wondered why you 

wanted to mark him out thus from the other victims of the bombing and was this 

indicative of any aspect of Jimmy's character or attitudes?
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Owen: I suppose at that point Jimmy is trying to remember what he can about those 

men. Although the well dressed teacher might have been gay, that identity didn't really 

exist in 1974 in Belfast. Odd may have been a word that was used, and not necessarily 

in a negative way, perhaps to point to his loneliness. It shows the indiscriminate nature 

of the violence. We can forget that all types of people were affected, all genders, all 

sexualities.
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Appendix IVb - Post Show Discussion after rehearsed reading of Crack Up by 

Martin Lynch on Nov 23rd 2013

With Martin Lynch, Marie Jones, Ian Mcllhinney, Richard Orr, Libby Huntley, 
and Marianne Crossle

Niall Rea: There's two kind of long flashbacks that we missed, which I kinda described 

to you, but that’s more or less it from thirty years ago, did anybody see it? The original 

production? No? So I guess at this point in proceedings we’d like to just answer any 

questions you might have, just briefly. Dr. Murphy?

Dr Paul Murphy: What was the inspiration Martin, for you as a playwright, to tackle 

this particular topic at that time?

Martin Lynch: Niall arrived down with me, what was that about a year or two ago? He 

says ‘this is the first gay character in the Northern Ireland dialect’. What? And began 

then ever since then? And there was a reading in Niall’s house and he said to me, that 

was around the time of the sodomy campaign. I kind of think, since then I’ve been 

thinking erm, about around this time my youngest sister Sinead er, cornered me at a 

party, not a party sorry, a wedding after we'd all been drinking and told me she was 

gay. And I sat and cried, and I think probably that was it. Since then another sister was 

gay, er cousins, nephews, half the fucking Lynches are gay, half the actors I work with, 

half of the designers I work with. So erm, there was a time in the Eighties whenever 

you know, you never felt, you wouldn't have thought any member of your family was 

gay, you had a notion about people being gay and what it was and it wasn't part of you, 

or part of your life. When it first came up that close it was a shock, and er, you know 

it’s just quite an educational process. Most of them are bastards, but having said that, 

no I’m only joking. So, I think that was probably, Sinead coming out was probably the 

main catalyst.

Niall: And what was the erm, kind of in the structure of the play, how important was 

the coming out scene for the two brothers? Because it’s quite a catalyst for what was 

already, what’s been already bubbling under for the relationship between the two 

couples.
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Martin: Yes I think, I mean, I have to be completely honest about this play. I don’t 

include it in my back catalogue. It was a play that was very hurriedly written at the 

time. It was commissioned, by Michael Poyner for Stage 80 as you said earlier, it was 

a small independent theatre company. Poyner had been Artistic director of the Lyric in 

the 70’s and he was at the Arts Theatre for a while, then suddenly he had nothing. So 

being the active guy that he is, he set up Stage 80 and he did quite a lot of good work 

and he asked me to write a play, and at that time I was the new playwright on the blocks, 

and so you know everybody was asking me to write plays, and erm I don’t do it 

anymore, but at that time I did, and er, I very quickly wrote this play, unfortunately, 

and you know Michael Poyner isn't the sort of guy, who believes a lot in dramaturgy, 

or analytical behaviour around plays so we only got really to the first draft, and 1 would 

have wanted to have done a lot more with it. Um, I mean what you saw, there some bits 

were cringey, others I was going ‘oh that’s not too bad, yeah that’s alright,’ you know 

so it’s a mixture of those things. Athol Fugard, the South African playwright said each 

play needs at least three drafts and this was the first draft, and for those reasons 1 kind 

of put it in the back corner, submerged it, just because I don’t think there’s enough 

quality in the writing er, to warrant erm, being in the catalogue.

Niall: Any more questions? Yes?

Audience Member: What kind of audiences did it reach and what kind of reception did 

it have?

Niall: The guys will know better I think, it started in Newry at the Arts Centre in Newry, 

and then it came into Belfast and I think it ran for...

Marie-Jones: It did very well! I mean it was packed, yeah we went to Derry and Newry. 

Ian Mcllhinney: We did very good business.

Libby Huntley: And a very mixed audience as well, it wasn’t, I mean...

Niall: How do you, how was the character Nipper received, by audiences?
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Marie: My memory is that everybody kind of laughed, because it was such a... that kind 

of nervous laugh, suddenly it’s like ‘oh my god what’, you know the expectation of 

what would happen next as soon, you know, as he said it, as soon as he said ‘Paul’, I 

remember being, people kind of nervously laughing because that didn’t happen a lot in 

the theatre, you know when someone was about to talk about being gay it’s like, you’re 

gonna say: ‘this is my new boyfriend, by the way he’s black’. You could imagine people 

finding it funny in the audience because they, the, expectation of what was going to 

happen afterwards, would it be shocking? So nervous laughter as opposed to thinking 

it’s funny, I think I remember it was quite moving, but after that it was actually quite 

moving, but the actor who played the character, actually is not here but I think he could 

tell you more.

Martin: I think also, sitting there, the sense of when Joe cracks up at the end I felt the, 

the power of that, I don’t know if you felt it out there. Just in that reading, I felt here’s 

a man who has, normally has the parameters of sorting things out, being the man in the 

middle and all that, and then suddenly he’s had enough, and he explodes and I felt the 

power of that, and I kind of remembered it reminds me of that time. We ran at the Group 

theatre for a month and it did very well in...

Libby: It went on tour.

Martin: It played in Newry to 500 people, in Newry town hall. The other thing I do 

remember was there were two reviews by gay writers at the time. One I think wrote for 

a newspaper and he attacked it, er probably around the notion that I had no right to write 

a play with a gay character. It kind of was saying that, and then what do you call the 

newspaper around the time, the anarchist newspaper? I can't remember. Somebody in 

that wrote a play, wrote a review in defence of the play so it caused quite a big debate 

in what was the fledgling nascent gay movement at the time and also among feminists, 

because there’s a big feminist strand throughout the play, or a debate about feminism, 

so I can remember that creating conflict and different opinions among reviewers and 

activists at the time.

Audience Member: There’s a sense more so, well it doesn't really tell Nippers story, 

does it? It’s about the effect of someone coming out on straight people, it’s about the
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straight people and how they... the character Marie plays, ‘Patsy’, I mean you talked to 

him about ‘have you not thought about how...’

Marie: ‘What this life’s gonna be like?’

Audience Member: This is not a critique, the structure of the play and that’s how it 

works, I just found I wanted to know about your boyfriend, wondering why he left you.

Niall: One of the reasons, I thought it would be good in this conference is that there’s 

definitely class politics between the two couples.

Audience Member: The class politics are huge.

Niall: That are then exploded, and brought to the surface by the gay character. The gay 

character is the catalyst, the little piece of potassium that’s dropped in the water and 

everything explodes.

Martin: There’s no question that I was writing, I wasn’t writing a gay play you know? 

I wasn’t even writing from a gay perspective, ‘cause I can't from that perspective. What 

I was writing was from my perspective. I had a gay sister at that time, I was writing, I 

was responding, trying to recognise that to that, and relate that to the straight 

community, my family. As a result there were other members of my family, members 

of my family that didn’t talk to Sinead for quite a long time, and stuff like that you 

know, so it was probably just the impact of, I think you got it in one, you know.

Audience Member: Sorry I was just wondering if there was any particular reason you 

choose a gay man rather than a woman?

Martin: Good question. Probably just to disguise the fact that it was Sinead, erm, do 

you know as writers, Marie will know this, all the time write about people close to you. 

It’s relatively simple to give a couple of different characteristics to a character and 

people haven't a clue who you’re writing about, so er, I probably did it because of that.
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Niall: Martin and I are just about to work together again for the third, fourth time, on a 

new play by Brenda Murphy, with not one, not two, but three lesbian characters, one 

straight man and three lesbian characters and erm I’m supposed to have a design ready 

for it on Monday, I haven’t started.

Martin: So can you imagine? Here’s my history of the theatre, right. Ian was in Dockers 

way back in 1981. And he was with Marie at the time and Sam McCready directed it. 

It was at Stranmillis college and we had a party in my house in Turf Lodge, my Ma’s 

house in Turf Lodge after Dockers, and the toilet was up the stairs and I was coming 

down the stairs. Sam, Sam who is your genuine luvvy, you know, straight but he’s a 

luvvy, and as I was coming down the stairs he was coming up, and we just caught the 

moment and we’d had a great success with Dockers, it was stuffing the place, he just 

put his hands on my face and he kissed me. And at the point Anne-Marie came walking 

past: ‘oh Jesus our Martin’s gay, he’s kissing a man on the stairs’, so, all, just what 

were we saying about yesterday? So I’ve come from that position, to I'm directing a 

play in January, written by Brenda Murphy, a gay woman, who’s written a comedy 

about er, a young man being asked by a gay woman to get her pregnant and er, he 

arrives up at this house outside Belfast and the hill’s covered in snow to claim his baby 

and er, the other three gay women won’t let him have the baby so it’s quite, it’s gonna 

be fun for me.

Niall: And that is the, again that’s another first, that’s the first lesbian northern Irish 

character, thirty years, thirty years after gay man, bizarrely

Libby: I think, going back to the point, way back in that time gay men were starting to 

come out but there weren’t so many gay women coming out, at that time, you know?

Marie: That’s right, that’s true.

Niall: Any more questions? Well can I just say thank you so much for coming and thank 

you guys it’s been amazing and thank you Martin, and round of applause for everybody.

Martin: Can I just personally thank Niall for digging this up and coming back and 

telling me that I had written the first gay character.
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Niall: He was so proud when I told him.

Martin: Me of all people.
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Appendix IVc - Panel Discussion on Combating Homophobia (and Transphobia) 
in a Sectarian Society May 17th 2014

How can culture and the arts intervene?
With Jeffrey Dudgeon MBE, Ruth McCarthy, Dr. Fidelma Ashe, John O’Doherty, 
Simon Stewart and Gilda Neri.

Niall Rea: So I wanted to just open with a very general question and then ask each panel 

member to answer, I’ll just do one after the other, I wanted to ask you how the sectarian 

divided society here affects the fight against transphobia and homophobia.

Ruth McCarthy: Um, do you want me to start?

Niall: Yes do you wanna start?

Ruth: Haha, um, well I haven’t ever been involved directly in politics with a capital ‘P’ 

in Northern Ireland. I've always been a political activist on a kind of really grassroots 

level, I suppose in terms, and I’m not originally from here is what I mean, I’m originally 

from Limerick, even though I’ve lived here for twenty-two years. Um, so you know 

our, our idea around The Troubles where I grew up was just that... peace would happen, 

you know what I mean? So there was a very kind of simplistic view and I guess I’ve 

learned a lot over the past twenty years, that I’ve been here. Um just in terms of 

experience and how I feel about how sectarianism has affected, um Northern Ireland in 

terms homophobia, there’s two things that always spring to mind for me, one is that 

protest culture, because I come from a background that’s been a lot about DIY activism 

but I like, um, and direct action, and that’s always been very hard to do here because 

the history of protests has always been, has always been very much the history of people 

on the streets, it’s always been very much, um around, um, sectarian or, or national 

identity issues and I think that’s what people put off a lot of people being involved in 

that say in New York what ACT UP were able to do were really amazing things. We’ve 

never really had that culture here and I always missed it. We did do some actions in the 

nineties but people were always very, very frightened of that type of activism, so for 

me, personally that’s one thing. The other thing for me, I suppose is that, and it’s a very 

hard thing to talk about I think in the gay community it’s always caused a bit of 

contention because, besides people's LGBT or Queer politics, people will have their 

own national identity? People have certain views and ideas, and there er, has always I 

think been a leaning that, in the public of politics queer issues have been discussed or
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talked about more on say a context, I suppose of a wider idea of repression or a wider 

idea of urn, women or who want to be treated, er and because I think a lot of the time 

in Protestant culture, it’s been informed an awful lot by, um fundamentalist religion, I 

suppose, um that has a far more brimstone, fire and brimstone type of approach towards 

homosexuality, um that has been incredibly damaging, er and also we’re seeing I 

suppose more and more in kind of Loyalist communities a real lack of leadership, um, 

after the Troubles and that there’s a lot of stuff about racism and homophobia and very 

violent crime emerging as well. It’s a very difficult thing to talk about, because, and I 

think we need to start talking about it, in those terms because it does bring up certain 

loyalties in other ways for people but I don’t think we can ignore the cause of that, so 

that’s very much the two things for me that immediately come to mind, as someone 

who’s not involved in that kind of politic but who has experienced living here?

Niall: Uh, Jeffrey, you’re an Ulster Unionist Party member, how do you feel about what 

Ruth was saying, about uh the, lack of lack of leadership in the loyalist community?

Jeffrey Dudgeon: Was 1 not to answer the first question?

Niall: Yes, yes! And the first question too, sorry.

Jeffrey: Um, well 1 mean I can talk about for some length on that, on what Ruth pointed, 

maybe its a bit early to go into that? On the question of how sectarianism the sectarian 

divide as you put it affects things here you’ve got to look at it two ways within the 

community, within the LGBT community is there a sectarian divide and if 

from without looking in, do people respond differently because of their different er, 

views and er, I think within the community it’s amazing just how minimalized er, the 

distinctive differences are, in my experience, people quite often haven’t a clue what the 

other persons religion is, or their politics that they’re talking to or maybe even being 

quite intimate with in some ways. So it’s not the first, it’s not the first issue that springs 

to peoples minds and that was true even more so in the days gone by where the 

community was tiny, and er, you didn't hang together you hanged separately. And er, 

there was to some extent, you know the more working class the individuals were 

probably were more aware of their er, of their religious background or their community 

background is a nicer word or they were a bit more open. And maybe I was thinking
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there talking in the 60’s and 70’s the Protestant community was probably a little bit 

more self-confident or overly confident you might argue and would, would have stated 

their, their outlook erm, not in my memory as particularly, occasionally aggressively, 

but rarely because I used to run the discos with other people at Queens in the 70s. Which 

was every fortnight and they were big, three, four hundred people. There was very little 

else going on and you know you did take their money and then you had to do bouncer 

as well and that meant if there was a fight that broke out you would have to try and 

stand in-between the two opposing bars and er, avoid getting hit yourself. And 

occasionally you did get a little bit of sectarian riff raff going on but um and you know 

some of the working class guys and girls were er, plain in the way they spoke, worked 

behind the door but it wasn’t, there was no real edge within the community that I can 

recall particularly. Maybe it became as the community grew I think that sort of sense 

isolation almost, came to, uh, diminish a little bit but 1 still think it’s remarkable how 

people are not on the surface anyway not taken with that whole thing and it may be a 

politeness, people just learn to keep their traps shut and er, it is actually, not spoken. 

Since the ceasefire it’s been said and I think its true, people have become more sectarian 

but I don't think they ever become more sectarian that they would be able to say what 

they feel people say when the violence was very strong they didn’t say what they felt 

and they kept it, kept it hemmed in. So I’ll leave it there for the moment but that’s sort 

of a bit of a mixture of historical and a more recent view.

Niall: Yeah and Interesting that you got class politics into it as well, um, Fidelma?

Dr Fidelma Ashe: Well thanks for inviting me, and thanks for the introduction, but I 

feel I have to clarify something, I am predominantly um, more of a gender theorist, so 

I do research in the area of women, but gender and sexuality are so intimately linked 

that obviously I have a great interest in it. Um, my experience, I suppose is more related 

to education and the actual article I wrote was actually linked to education and thinking 

about homophobia within education and how we deal with that, um, so what I can say 

is, if we’re looking at the sectarian divide and homophobia here, I think one of the, the 

effects of sectarianism has been that intellectual life here, um has been orientated 

towards ethnic conflict. That is the priority, that is the dominant question and all other 

types of inequality and all other kinds of injustice, become, they have a peripheral 

status. Whenever we had the Good Friday agreement, Belfast agreement, that was a
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point in time when there were great opportunities to move society forward in a 

progressive way, to have more pluralism in politics, to think about different kinds of 

political citizenship, to think about our histories in different ways, to think about the 

historical struggles that had formed us as a society, not just individual communities of 

people, and I think one of the things has been with the hardening of standpoints, and a 

continued emphasis on the distinctiveness of ethnic groups across a whole range of 

issues. Then 1 think those opportunities really have been lost, um and as an academic I 

do think that academics have a role to play in trying to combat homophobia and 

transphobia. And one area where we can really start to contribute is to do more research 

of the kind that is starting to come forward now, but it has been a while to get it, to get 

it moving forward.

Niall: Excellent, and John same question?

John ODoherty: Yeah 1 mean, a couple of things I just jotted down there. I think one of 

the biggest impacts sectarianism has had in relation to homophobia would be the 

invisibility of homophobia, the focus on sectarianism for so many years and I’m not 

just talking historically, I’m talking even right up until modern day when we’re working 

with the police, or working with other agencies and homophobic hate crimes are at 

about a 6th or a 7th the amount of sectarian hate crimes happening here in Northern 

Ireland, and therefore seen as less important or less of a focus, we’ve got less 

investment. When we look at the sort of social structure around good relations, around 

hate crime and around Section 75, you can really see a three tiered approach when it 

comes to issues of, of conflict or issues of, of hatred or prejudice here in Northern 

Ireland and I think that the focus on sectarianism has had that quite serious impact as 

well as um, little, er exploration of what actually, how homophobia presents itself in 

Northern Ireland. And I think that’s something that people understand very little about 

I don’t see a whole lot of, the level of violence, the level of physical attack the amount 

of attacks that are happening in peoples home, very similar to what we are seeing with 

the racist attacks that we’re seeing in East Belfast at the moment, but not necessarily 

with the same er, structure behind it or the same motivation behind it or, or the same 

political motivation behind it, much more individual. I think it’s had a huge, 

sectarianism has a huge impact, has had a huge impact on politics here as well. I think 

it’s a really interesting thing to look at the, if you’re a PUL LGBT person I don’t know
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who you vote for, but thankfully that’s getting easier and easier and easier, um, but 

particularly people from a more Loyalist background 1 think it’s very difficult to own a 

political identity here in Northern Ireland. Um, even when we look at the sort of splits 

that we’ve seen this year, with NI21 being formed, part of the motivation behind that 

was around LGBT issues and politics here in Northern Ireland, about having a free 

space for someone within that, some political grouping within that part of our 

community to actually stand with, say we’re 100% behind this, not this is a freedom of 

conscience decision or this is whatever option within a political party. And I think that 

tells us a lot about the impact that er, sectarianism has had on homophobia, um the 

sectarianism in its modern form, but if we look back at the oppression of Nationalists, 

Catholics, that community, and we look at the modern day acceptance and the higher 

level of acceptance of people that are different, the lower rates of racism within Catholic 

communities, the lower rates of homophobia within Catholic communities, and I would 

agree with, very much so and I would think that, that needs to be explored I think, for 

me part of it is in PUL communities how religion is an aspect of identity and I think 

that’s so much more the case than when we look at Catholic, Nationalist, Republican 

communities, and what I mean by that is if you look at Orange culture for example, it’s 

very entrenched in religion. It has a religious background, it’s really, really ingrained, 

so even if you’re not a person of religion, if you are involved in Orange culture, PUL 

culture, you’re still getting the exposure to the idea of God, about in God, that whole 

motivation of religion and I think that’s part of the reason why we see that divide 

between the two communities.

Niall: And er, Simon.

Simon Stewart: I guess from my line, where I am sitting, I can only really talk about 

I’m not a social theorist or anything, I can only really talk about how the sectarian 

divide affects the work that I do, trying to raise issues around transphobia and families 

that I work with. I guess that, I guess that it means... [screams next door]

Niall: I must, just let you know that there’s auditions next door, so don’t worry...

Simon: What the hell for?
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Ruth: A slasher movie?

Niall: Sorry, sorry sorry, keep going, sorry.

Simon: I mean, I guess in terms of advocacy you know, it kind of places us where we 

try and avoid politics altogether I mean, firstly because the families that I work with 

and the children that I work with come from all across the divide, and I’m not just 

talking sectarian wise, but also there’s people from abroad and various other, 

disabilities and so on and so forth. So I actually find that a trans identity for the families 

could be quite a unified thing, and the politics and everything else becomes left behind 

because er, it unifies the families and brings people together er, but in terms of advocacy 

then, and so on it does make it difficult for us because as has been so mentioned, some 

of the parties are more LGB and T friendly than others and it’s very difficult for us to 

go and talk to one and not the other, that alienate people within the group that I support 

and work with. And if you compare that with the work that we’ve done with down in 

the South with TENI where we're trying to get gender recognition at the minute, er, our 

TENI representatives have went, have met with people across all of the political 

spectrum in the South and have talked to all the parties and 1 don’t think that’s quite 

possible here er, and, it wouldn’t be good for us, I don’t think to be doing that for the 

families, because I don’t want to start putting issues between people, and people coming 

to us and saying why are you talking to them? And why are you affiliating yourselves 

with them? And I know that some other trans groups are affiliating themselves with 

political parties, but I think that has the effect of marginalising people within their own 

community, er so that’s an issue so, from my point of view, we just try and ignore it, 

so it does affect things but we’ve often found if you go to the civil servants instead and 

not bother with politicians you get more done anyway.

Niall: And um, interestingly Gilda is not only from a Scottish university, she’s also 

Italian, so her perspective is doubly outside. What, can you think of anything?

Gilda: Yeah, absolutely um, 1 think I can speak from the point of view of my research 

which is um, made up by field work and talking to people and meeting with people and 

I think there are a few things that I would like to say that one thing is, as Fidelma once 

said, in terms of the opportunities of pluralism with the good Friday agreement but in
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the fact that there had been a lot of concepts and ideas, like for example, equality and 

human rights that have, you know, have come out of the you know the Good Friday 

agreement and they have been appropriated you know, by the gay communities in 

Northern Ireland but there is a struggle, because it doesn’t seem, at a political level, and 

I suppose you know, looking at a political level like a reflection of what is going on to 

a certain extent in the rest of society there is a difficulty to sort of make, make this a 

concept of change, you know the root of this concept and move it towards a different 

understanding, that it’s not just the two communities, but because the emphasis on the 

two communities seems to have sort of overshadowed other minorities, there are 

coming up at a political level stronger and stronger. I’ve been here years before, and 

like the landscape, the political landscape that I’ve been presented with by the gay 

communities here is very different from even four years ago, there’s much more 

activism, there’s, you know the associations are very, very easy and full of, um, 

volunteers and people working for it, but I think there is that kind of difficulty in 

communicating with politicians, and all that is proper, even the ones who are more keen 

to, er, you know embrace new ideas around equality and rights and also like I do 

research on families, and um, there is something about gender roles, and you know 

probably how the conflict it has reinforced certain gender roles within the family, it has 

created quite a few problematics in accepting the possibility that those gender roles 

could be disrupted, and you know, welcome a different way of looking at them. There 

is a lot of talking um, around what is you know, what is marriage, what is family now 

that there’s a um, a big talk around gay marriage, you know there’s a fear almost of 

losing this um, you know idea of what is a traditional marriage and what a traditional 

family is. Especially, I mean politics again like, to a certain extent is probably a mirror 

reflection of what the society sort of offers but it seems to me that um, the gender role 

thing is quite a prominent er, thing, especially when you look at women, and the role 

that women had during the conflict, and the role that the men had had during the conflict 

and one thing that I’ve found is that when it comes to um, LGBT rights um, even within 

the family, the figure of the mother or the female leader is much more involved than 

the father figure for some reason, so you know that is quite, that has been quite obvious 

throughout my field work and I think that tells something about, you know how, 

difficulties never change, the struggle, the issue of...
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Niall: Well I think we should also be hopeful that political parties, you mention NI21, 

political parties can change, they can evolve, the DUP Lord Mayor met with 

representatives of pride committee you know that’s one tiny little glimmer of hope I 

mean in the late 70’s when fledlging gay right movements started here, they went to all 

the political parties and um, the Sinn Fein responded, response was in the late 70’s 

‘there has never been a homosexual republican’, which Jeffrey’s book completely 

disproved, the lifetime. So Diarmaid Ferriter who’s an interesting author who writes 

about sexuality in Ireland, he wrote a book recently: 'Occasions of Sin ’ and he reports 

a crime in Belfast, thus in one of his chapters and its page 483, if you’re looking for it 

‘one man stabbed outside a gay nightclub with a screwdriver indicated the confused 

nature of Northern Ireland’s hate crimes and the legacy of the sectarian conflict, the 

gay Protestant victim was subjected to the taunt ‘die you Fenian bastard’ and he was 

not sure whether to report the attack as sectarian or homophobic’ and so I'm interested 

in, two, that brings up two things: what does it say about the kind of quite generally 

received notion nowadays that it’s easier to be gay and Catholic than it is to be gay and 

Protestant, which we touched on. And then I would extend that further into you know, 

this problematic non division of Church and State that we have here in Northern Ireland 

which is more pronounced here than the rest of the four countries in the United kingdom 

so in any order, would anyone care to respond to that?

John: In relation to the crime it definitely was a sectarianism crime. That was the 

motivation I think, I think I would have to agree completely that it’s generally easier to 

be gay and Catholic than it is to be gay and Protestant. Now there’s lots of different 

motivating factors behind that, it all depends what schools you go to, where you grow 

up, what your social economic status is, who your parents are, who your family are, 

what exposure you have to um, to other things and to other people outside of a very 

small community. Um, I think that there’s lots and lots of different things to consider 

but I think generally that, that would be an appropriate thing to say, that it would be 

easier to grow up gay and Catholic. I think there are a number of reasons; I think 

religion is one aspect of it, I think that the vast majority of Protestant churches are, are 

hugely in opposition to LGBT people as is the Catholic church, but I think when it 

comes to the Catholic church more and more Catholics are, I don’t know what the right 

term is, but they’re less ingrained in religion and faith and doctrine as, as possibly 

Catholics in other parts of the world, or Catholics in Northern Ireland would have been
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once upon a time. And I don’t think you’re just seeing that in the North, I think you’re 

seeing that in the South as well there’s a huge swell of support for LGBT issues in the 

South and we see that through the constitutional convention of support for the 

referendum on equal marriage, I think the political as well has a huge impact on the 

difficulties that, that er young Protestant men and women will have, being LGBT, um 

and we talked about that a little bit earlier, but until maybe the last three years we’ve 

seen no vocal opposition to er, homophobia or to any huge issues for the LGBT 

community from Unionist politicians, it just didn’t happen at all. A little bit from Don 

Purvis once upon a time and a little bit from David, and a few others in the PUP, but it 

was never a strong motivation behind Protestant or Unionist politics and I think we’re 

starting to see that change, erm which is something that really has to be celebrated I 

think you know that, that particularly Jeff’s position in the Ulster Unionist Party says a 

lot about where the leadership in the Ulster Unionist Party are, and I think there’s a big 

job to bring the rest of the party with that, um, but here’s hoping that, that will be 

successful. Um, but I think that there are other issues which make it harder to be gay, 

than just religion or political opinion, I think things like socio-economic status have a 

huge impact, and not just what it’s like to grow up gay but also the outcomes for LGBT 

people as well, the outcomes in relation to education, erm the ability to, to move and 

move through er, actual travel to different places as well as social economic moves as 

well, I think that has a much bigger impact than actually the outcomes, than what faith 

or politics have to do about it.

Niall: I suppose it’s also symptomatic of the general decline of the power of the Catholic 

Church as well... Jeff can I ask you two questions first, was it always thus? And 

secondly what is it, what is it like within the Ulster Unionist Party now?

Jeff: There’s quite a, lot of things to talk about there, but was it always thus? No it 

wasn’t because uh, it’s complicated obviously, but in my earlier days I do recall, it was 

actually harder for Catholics to be gay, it was easier once they were gay, once they 

came out they were like rabbits without, unbound but uh, sorry about that. This is 

analysis...

Audience Member: That’s a sectarian statement to say that, they were like rabbits when 

they came out, that is literally sectarian.
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Other audience member: I think what Jeffrey meant was that they were very pleased to 

have discovered it...

Jeff: I don't particularly see for a moment that was sectarian...

Other Audience member: 1 should say for people who are too young to know about it, 

it used to be said about Catholics, can I say North or South that they bred like rabbits, 

so that’s where Jeff may not have intended it, but it's one of the things, I presume you're 

going to open it up to the rest of us? Because it was interesting that whole notion of in 

my experience is that a lot of people from I’ve never heard the time, whatya call the 

PUL?

John: Protestant Unionist Loyalist.

Ruth: On the pull, its great, it’s a whole new show.

Audience member: But in terms of levels of awareness of sectarianism, in my 

experience in the LGBT community it’s some people would have said ‘oh it doesn’t 

matter’ and made comments, and Jeff, I know you just threw that out there.

Jeff: I’m not going to be lectured to about political correctness, to make some remark, 

I was asked about people and how they responded, historically and perhaps even now 

as Catholics and Protestants, so I made a description, I never got finishing the sentence, 

which was the Catholics were, whenever they became gay, it took a long time for them 

to. This may be sectarian, I’m unsure. It took a lot of your time for them to come out, 

to act on their sexual desire but when they did, as rabbits did, and they enjoyed 

themselves, they went for it. Whereas the Protestants came out earlier and quickly but 

they still worried about their sexual, sexual aspect and they were slow and were 

governed by Protestant ideas in their heads as to what sexuality was, or what sex was.

Niall: Um, what do you think about the situation now? Within the Ulster Unionist Party, 

Unionist leadership generally?
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Jeff: Just many layers and variations and I think it’s too simple, historically, or 

historically, thirty years ago we got no support in law reform from any political party 

of any shape, size or sort, just, 1 just, very quick tell me, particularly nasty: SDLP great 

policies, complete antagonism when it came to voting in parliament on any law reform 

issues, they were very happy to please Dutch socialists on a grand tour of Northern 

Ireland, but in parliament forget it. Sinn Fein, I wouldn’t go to say they didn't believe 

Republicans could be Socialists, but they certainly didn’t believe that law reform was 

a good idea because they were running an anti-imperialist struggle, and anyone who 

got in the way of that struggle, was in fact some sort of proto-imperialist themselves, 

so law reform was a bad thing because Brits out before we were about more important, 

more important. I won’t go into all the issues related to that. The Alliance party had a 

law reform minister who turned down law reform, gay law reform. The Ulster Unionist 

Party as I have endlessly pointed out, the most prominent spokesman for gay rights in 

the 1950’s in the United Kingdom was a member of parliament from North Belfast, 

Montgomery Hyde, who lost his seat eventually, probably largely because of that. The 

DUP ran the ‘Save Ulster from Sodomy’ campaign. So we weren’t well looked after in 

those departments politically, so we had to do it ourselves nowadays it may be different, 

I don't think there is a deep antagonism, Niall’s pointed out the DUP Lord Mayor has 

er, attended the gay pride talks back, the last couple of years, so things are changing, 

but they will change slowly as far as religious people are concerned.

Ruth: Unfortunately though when he did turn up, I was one of those people that was 

invited to the erm, the little tea party he had in his office, and we were all like let’s all 

have a chat, no problem, we’ll give everyone, did that just happen? And then he turned 

up at the Pride talks back and he basically turned up and sat on stage and just said ‘Yeah 

basically you know, you’re all going to hell.’

John: I directly asked him, I directly asked him ‘Can you say tonight that you don’t 

agree that there’s a line between being gay and paedophilia and bestiality?’ and he 

wouldn’t say it on stage. He just wouldn’t say it, now he tweeted that night, that yes he 

agreed that it wasn’t linked, but...

Ruth: And I think, as a per, as an individual, I think what Gavin, was trying to say, he 

was trying to be friendly, and I, his own personal politics is probably quite different but

cxxxvi



I think that the problem is that there’s never really been any room for mavericks within 

the DUP or within a lot of Unionist politics, and erm, really in any politics here but uh, 

the thing is, it hasn’t changed on the face of it. I mean, like PR is the latest thing with 

NI21, you know, again I’m not interested in party politics and I’m not taking sides here, 

but it seems like a, you know quite a good PR campaign but actually little, kind of? I’m 

really glad that there’s a party that’s actually openly you know, advocating you know, 

for gay rights, but um, at the same time, there's not a huge amount of change there and 

I think, you know, when you look at, I mean, for me I suppose the way I kind of look 

at this a lot of the time is the way Outburst kind of used things and always has and I 

suppose even actually before Outburst a lot of work I did over the years just in kind of 

DIY putting on events and things like that was just like: if you don’t like what’s 

happening, let’s make it obsolete by doing something else er, and er, that’s not what is 

about ignoring what is going on or ignoring the impact of sectarianism or ignoring that, 

but you’re looking at a whole, I mean you know I’m at that age now where I can see a 

generation, there’s a generation that’s grown up enough for me, behind me, to kind of 

look and go: ‘Oh my God, they think so differently’ and I’m very excited by that 

because um, I’m not saying that they’re not, that there’s a generation again I think a lot 

of it is down to class, a lot of it, I mean I see that myself when I go out and visit groups 

but there’s a different attitude there, first of all around sexuality, but also that in relation 

to religion, I think, except for in, you always get pockets of that I’m finding that really, 

really exciting, but I do think that as much as we you know, need to kind of, get, change 

half of the Unionist politics in particular but it’s not just Unionist politics because 

there’s a lot of stuff, there’s a lot of stuff said in great politics but all the time there isn’t 

stuff done, um but what I’m really excited about is like, you know, stepping completely 

outside of that and going ‘Ooo what’s happening over there?’ because I think ultimately 

that’s what’s gonna make obsolete and I’m very excited about that.

Niall: Is there a danger perhaps, um I mean Jeff’s already eluded to talking about the 

1950’s North Belfast MP and um you know, Sinn Fein changed their political views a 

lot in the 1990s, but is there a danger that the, the Stormont 2006 assembly, um that the 

consociational divide actually entrenches that binary in society somewhat, rather than 

pushes things forward?
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Fidelma: I think there is a danger in it, um, definitely, because it’s what I talked about 

before, um, ethno nationalist groups if you look at the history of them, there tends to be 

a lot of distinctiveness building, and unfortunately if religion and sexuality come into 

the mix that can be reinforced, but looking to the future, which you know sort of post 

Karl Marx, you know. Social scientists should never do this, should never look into the 

future but just thinking about trends, um with these political parties they are dependant 

on their constituents reflecting their opinions, now, you know over the last few decades, 

we’ve seen more detraditonalisation, we’ve seen the institutions of the past that people 

took their values and views from, we’ve seen them, we know that they have become 

less influential in society, and there’s every likelihood that that will continue. So the 

kind of rhetoric maybe that we’ve seen in the past, may start to peter away, you know 

it may become less acceptable as those social changes happen, but then what might 

happen is you have more, sort of a procedural politics, where legislation you know, sort 

of that, that aspect of what is going on now is reinforcing further, where you have 

attempts to try to stop progress through the law, rather than through the traditional 

rhetoric that we’ve seen before, so if there is a softening and people are, are moving 

into certain areas I think that it’s important not just to think about the words, but to 

think about what they’re actually doing in terms of the law and in terms of progressive 

strategies and in terms of resources.

Niall: So perhaps you could say that pulling gender and sexuality issues into the 21st 

century might pull other issues along behind it, you know away from the previous 

entrenched politics of the past.

Fidelma: Let's hope so.

Niall: So um. I’m gonna ask one more general question and then I’ll open it up. How 

do we think that culture and art practices, er for instance the Outburst Queer Arts 

festival in its eighth year is the biggest queer arts festival on the island of Ireland, North 

or South. And erm, TheatreofplucK is the first publicly funded gay theatre company in 

Northern Ireland and has been since 2008 as well. How, how can our cultural and 

artistic intervention in society, how can we help? How can we move things forward? 

And um, if the panel has any suggestions that, or any comments on what we’ve done 

over the last 8 years, um John, I don't know if you wanna...
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John: Well I think the point you’ve made is the most important one it’s not just about 

what can be done it’s about looking back and reflecting what has been done. The 

amazing impact that queer culture and queer arts has had on the LGBT, what I call the 

LGBT civil human rights movement not just here in Ireland or the UK, but right across 

the world and not just in recent history looking right hack through the last century, the 

huge impact that queer art has had on how our community has been viewed how other 

civil rights campaigns have been viewed, how other communities have been viewed as 

well. Um I think that as a community, we’re getting better and better at promoting our 

art and our culture, but I still think there’s a lot of shame in our community about our 

art and our culture, and about er, queer er, activity in that field. I hear it all the time 

from people, that, you know they hate pride or they hate gay theatre or they hate the, 

flamboyant nature of so many queer things and it’s like, you know deal with that 

internal shame you have, just going back to this idea of, it was talked about at The 

Laramie Project last night about homophobia and transphobia being so entrenched in 

misogyny, and I think that it’s, it’s this idea I am a man, yes I am same sex attracted, 

same sex attracted, but I will be this man as manly as I can be and present myself and 

anyone who doesn’t present themselves like that with me is somehow dragging me 

down or causing me to experience homophobia or not be accepted. I think we, as well 

as the work we need to do outward to other communities, and I think in particular, some 

of the communities that are coming in to Northern Ireland some of the ethnic minority 

groups because they, not only are they coming here, their LGBT people coming here, 

but they’re also bringing in a big aspect of their politics and their off right kinds of 

politics to Northern Ireland as well, and I think that’s something that we want to address 

and make safer within those communities, but then I think the other side of it is, we 

need to be doing a lot about reaching into our own community. We need to be going 

further and those people who will always come and those lists of people who we always 

contact, it's about making queer art as accessible to members of the LGBT community 

as, as possible and I think having the likes of TheatreofplucK, um, resident here at the 

MAC, is that right?

Niall: We, we, were, resident er, up until last year, they’re still continuing to house us.
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John: Yeah, I think at the likes of the MAC here, I think it’s so important to have that 

sort of, that, the Queer theatre at the heart of something like the MAC. Something soon, 

but I also think there’s so much more we can do to outreach to those people who don’t 

feel an ownership of gay culture or queer, queer culture, er, within our own community.

Ruth: Just just just, There’s three points I want to make but they’re all very quick. Just 

in terms of my experience round the arts, I think it’s a lot easier to talk about certain 

things through play, or film, or a piece of music that, because I think it hits us on a 

resonant level that can sometimes be quite visceral, that can sometimes be quite hidden, 

it can impact on us on a very, very different way it can also make a very difficult subject 

easier like when TheatreofplucK did DRAG which was Divided, Radical and Gorgeous 

which was about a drag queen from Northern Ireland based on his own true story, 

Gordon Crawford, gay, growing up in a very working class Loyalist community. Now 

you know, you might not get people to sit down and have a discussion about working 

class loyalism and queer, but you’re gonna get people to a show and it’s, it’s the 

moment in the pub afterwards where people are talking about stuff, that’s when things 

start to happen and change, and I do very much believe that change happens on an 

individual level obviously before it happens on a collective level so 1 think that’s really, 

really important. Er, the other thing is that we’re very much a queer arts festival and we 

use that word very deliberately because I do think that, that as we become more 

mainstreamed as LGBT people and as there, as there is more assimilation which is fine 

and great, erm we need to always remember that there will always be people on the 

fringes, and queer people were those people and still are those people in many ways, 

like there’s a real backlash a lot of the time, at the moment against erm, people who are 

camp. It’s like assimilation and passing seems to be the thing, it’s like how much like 

straight people can we possibly be and I think, that’s fine in terms of legislative stuff 

but it’s about embracing that wonderful, we use that word ‘diversity’ so much that it 

drives me mad, because a lot of the time we don’t actually embrace it and it’s about 

that celebration for me, queer is that celebration of the fringes and the fringes, not just 

in queer stuff but in the arts is where all, it’s where the gold is. And that’s something 

our, our community has always done so well, it’s something I want us to continue doing, 

it’s what we give, it’s what we give, and thirdly I think the thing about Outburst, about 

queer arts in general and stuff is that a lot of the time the gay community in Northern 

Ireland is so under-resourced, that we’re fire-fighting and reacting a lot of the time, I

cxl



know you’ve experienced that John, I’ve been on boards of other LGBT organisations. 

A lot of the time you don’t have the resources to be proactive, I think in the arts is where 

we can ask ourselves questions about who we are, because we’re not just always dealing 

with the latest bullshit that somebody says, we’re actually saying, it’s about a space, 

where you know. Pride might be a physical celebration that’s out there, the Outburst 

for me has always been that space where we kind of gather ourselves and kind of go: 

‘oh yeah, how are we all, what do we actually want?’ What does it even mean anymore 

to be gay in a, in a world that’s actually changing, and where it’s becoming more 

accepted in a lot of ways? But also what does it mean in terms of gender you know, 

where are, where are the lesbians? You know, usually out on the side and it’s a lot more 

stuff coming out of gender identity and gender variance and also stuff about class you 

know how that impacts sometimes, how you know, if you know, your ethnic 

background, disability or whatever, that’s really, really, really, exciting, because you 

can’t, you know gay people, bisexual, trans, lesbian people, all so different, from such 

different backgrounds, what informs who we are other than that? And what informs the 

fringes? And that’s what, I think you know, what makes queer art vital and really, really, 

important to...

Niall: Yeah and, I suppose, fundamentally queer celebrates difference and you, you 

know that can only be positive in a society such as ours, um, there’s a, I don’t know if 

any of you, I always like to think of the Terri, Terri Hooley film, 'Good Vibrations’, 

the very last speech he has right at the end of the film where he talks about the punk, 

punk scene and he says ‘New York has the haircuts, London has the trousers but Belfast 

has the reason’ and I think, I think we have a particular opportunity to invest in a 

particular kind of queer here, um, because of our post conflict situation and that, 

celebration of us, should seen as an opportunity. Would anyone else like to talk about 

the intervention that culture and art practices can have?

Simon: You know, from a trans perspective as well, and you know, I’m not, I don’t 

wish to offend anyone, but there’s very different issues here as well for the trans 

community from the LGB community, and the trans community are even more 

marginalised, and even more on the fringes, but I think it’s an opportunity for the, and 

I know last year, I think it was, yous had the big poster thing, is that correct? Er, of 

Ciara, which was fantastic, absolutely fantastic and I’ve got some feedback from across
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the water about that being, being great. I think as well that the young people that I work 

with art and creativity, just not art but also other, other artistic forms, music and film 

making and all that is really, really important because it’s about being able to express 

their identity. So from young peoples’ point of view it’s very, very, important for, for 

a lot of the trans kids that I work with, for their mental health. So many of them, er are 

excluded from school and that um, sort of links in to the previous question, is it easier 

to be trans and Catholic? I find that um, er, Protestant and Catholic schools are equally 

abysmal at treating trans children, so no it’s not easier, but the art side of things and the 

creativity is a massive thing. 1 went down to a, it was a couple of years ago with through 

TENI as well, we had a family residential in Mulingar and a lot of the parents were 

talking and people had brought their, their kids as well and other family members, and 

the common theme through all the parents was that their kids are all involved in music, 

their kids are all self taught in music, and a lot of the parents said that it was music that 

had saved their kids lives. And I know that that’s been the case now, that was with 

families in the South, and in the North as well, er maybe not quite so much music, but 

a lot of again, families are the children are very artistic and it’s their way of expressing 

themselves in a free and safe manner, because they’re not safe when they go out the 

door. And that’s why they’re locked inside and that’s why they’re not going to school, 

but art gives you that chance to be able to create and show yourself. And you don’t have 

to cross the door, you can send it out you know, er, there was also, I don’t know if 

you’ve seen the case of the, the trans girl who took her own life a few, well last month 

in Lurgan and her, her name was Jordan Louwe she was 19 years of age and she’d been 

transphobically bullied but she er, had done a lot of things for art er, and whenever she 

died her family released some of these, and I know that they’re going to be, there’s 

going to be an exhibition of some of that art work through Gender Essence and what 

they’re doing in the arts, but that was her way of being able to express herself, and 

they’re really touching you know, she was a young girl, who was being verbally 

attacked out and about, like most of the kids are but this was their chance to be, so I 

think it’s a lifesaver but I also think it’s a great opportunity for the community now, 

and 1 think more the community need to try and step up and show themselves, and show 

their talents and their creativity.

Ruth: Well yes, we’re starting a, if anyone’s interested we’re having our first get 

together on the 29lh of May erm, just email us at Outburst and we’ 11 give you the details,
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erm, the idea is that is that we wanted, it’s exactly that it’s not, it’s for people who’ve 

never even performed before I mean ultimately we’ll get a mixture of people who have 

talent but erm, it is that thing that people keep saying to us every year at the festival ‘I 

want to get involved but 1, I, I don’t really know if I can do stuff or’, it’s about, well 

everyone is a creative voice, so just create the space, it’ll happen let's see what, let’s 

see what people want to do. I think, I think art works as well because it’s about stories, 

it’s about, it’s about humanising an issue, I think issues are ready to talk about to bring 

about legislative change and all that. When you bring things down to an individuals 

persons story on a stage or through music or through a piece of art, all of a sudden as 

I’ve said, it hits some, it hits people in a very different place, our audiences now at 

Outburst I’d say at least 30% people who don’t identify as LGB or T. Sometimes 

because I think the standard of work that we’re now starting to programme, is 

international quality work which people will want to see anyway, but I think also that 

it’s because those stories are fascinating and people aren’t hearing them anywhere else. 

Um and so you know you’re talking about changing hearts and minds and you know, 

you know on an individual level, we’ve had people, we had Eilish O’Carroll from ‘Mrs 

Brown’s Boys’ and one, probably the biggest show in the UK, I’m not a huge fan 

myself, but it’s a huge show and it’s mainly older people and stuff that watch it and 

Eilish came out in older years and did a show called er 'Live Laugh Love' and people 

brought, like there’s so many people come up to me afterwards and said ‘I brought my 

Nan’, ‘I brought my Mam’ and stuff and they loved it, and it was really dirty and bold 

and stuff and, but like they had an opportunity to hear an individual person’s story and 

as I said, I think you really can’t underestimate, you know and we need to do more, we 

need to start producing more and certainly start commissioning more of it locally, 

because I think that’s what will kind of go ‘ah I get it now’ ‘I absolutely get it now’ 

um, so it has huge power, huge power...

Niall: Jeffrey or Fidelma would either of you like to comment on the value of cultural 

and arts intervention...

Fidelma: Well, I mean given the mainstream culture that we have I think anyone any 

group any community that disrupts that and disrupts the constant repetition of that sort 

of single identity culture is, is creating and is, is part and parcel of the process that are 

trying to create a more diverse society, absolutely.
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Jeffrey: Because we’ve been rebels and outsiders certainly in the last, since we’ve 

emerged in the last hundred dodgy years as a distinctive group er, or groups er, we have 

expressed ourselves through arts and culture and been able to because of the position 

in society very often on the edge itself so that’s been of great assistance to us and we’ve 

also given a great deal of effort and power to them, just thinking even someone like 

Peter Quigley who I knew as Peter Turner when he was a schoolboy er, who used to 

wear make-up in school, which he got away with it because he was very good at theatre 

and could keep the children, he ended up almost like an assistant teacher he used to, 

teachers who were having discipline problems got Peter in to tend to the other boys um, 

so that has worked and we’ve been very prominent over the years in so many aspects. 

1 mean drag in particular, this goes into the gender issue that er, a lot of working class 

boys and girls, it’s hard to know if it was cause or effect, but they used, the boys would 

be effeminate and the ladies, the girls would be butch and that was the way they 

survived whether they chose that path, I don’t know, a particular point along the way, 

but that the girls took manly occupations, still do in many cases, that other women 

wouldn’t do and they were the first to enter certain professions and trades and the boys 

survived as comics, comedy, er, you know John Inman and all these people they learned 

how to survive by amusing people and that became the survival route for a lot of gay, 

gay boys and girls in er, in working class communities middle class people they, they 

could get away with it they could escape, they’d go to London they, they were less 

community oriented so its those sort of er, that’s reflected a lot in art, quite a lot in 

culture, popular entertainment.

Niall: Um, that I would think, when I think about trans identity I think of extraordinary 

bravery and extraordinary vulnerability, I, I, I think you would agree Simon, so for our 

latest piece, TheatreofplucK, ''Tuesdays at Tescos' um, I decided that um, along with 

the director Lyn who’s here with us, that we would place Peter, the gentleman that um, 

Jeffrey was telling you about, Peter Quigley, who’s a very famous Northern Irish actor 

we decided that we would place him in the public, outside in his trans character. And 

the audience will watch from inside through a glass wall. He’ll have a radio mic, and 

the audience will be able to hear his monologue, but the people outside won’t realise 

that he’s reciting a monologue to the people inside, so he’s completely vulnerable and 

brave, and it’s an embodiment of that bravery that I wanted to get out of the, the
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production of 'Tuesdays at Tescos,' um, so at this point I’d like to open it up to the floor 

to ask questions, if you could ask one question and then give an opportunity for 

someone else to ask, so would anyone like to ask anything?

Audience Member: I just wanted to say about the, the thread that carries through with 

cultural and artistic activity. I mean I was involved in the mid-late 1970's here in Belfast 

and I remember Gay Liberation Front, Stonewall, the awakening of gay politics in 

Northern Ireland and Gay Sweatshop and Brixton fairies, and it seems to me that 

TheatreofplucK are carrying on that tradition and that is really, really, vital, um, 

because it does all the things that you were saying. It helps people reflect truly and 

question themselves and their values and it’s really refreshing and encouraging to see 

that that continues because 1 remember their power in the 1970’s not just in the gay 

community but in the general community.

Niall: When Gay Sweatshop, I don’t know if anyone knows this, um when Gay 

Sweatshop visited the Queens University student union in 1978 there was nearly a riot 

partly organised by Nelson McCausland from what I remember, but the Queens 

University student’s union then denied the company the booking in 1979, because they 

were also supposed to come in 1979, and the first Presbyterian church stepped in, the 

one on Rosemary Street which is a non denom- , non prescribing, and so they had a 

church hall. So gay sweatshop actually in 1979 performed their play er, in this church 

hall. The Rosemary street, the first Presbyterian church. Marie Jones was there with her 

husband Ian McElhinney and it was the night Thatcher got elected and they all went 

back to Marie’s house and um Marie remembers that er, as they watched the results 

come in and they realised that Margaret Thatcher was getting in the, the Gay Sweatshop 

boys were just ‘eurgh, that’s it, it’s all over, we’re fucked all of our funding’s going to 

get cut everything’, and they were right and it did, a few years later, their funding got 

cut.

Ruth: There’s a play in that.

Niall: I know, get Marie to write it. Anyone have another question? Well come on, be 

brave.
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Audience Member: I suppose mine’s sort of a combination of a question and a statement 

and I’m wondering if um, first of all I do think that the arts do give us an opportunity 

to um, to free politics in a way that’s much more open and it’s not as narrowing, I feel 

very narrowing with big and small in-between bits, but I would rather see something 

that is er, combating inequality in a misogynistic society and the whole notion even, 

the questionnaire that I needed to tick either orange or green, I mean I’m a Republican, 

but I’m not a Nationalist.

Niall: That’s why we put ‘other’ and ‘none’ so you could say what you wanted.

Audience Member: But even that it’s sort it’s sort of very restrictive and I suppose the 

bit that I would like to um to focus on is and some of it was from what you said Jeff on 

the assumption that is easier to be gay and Catholic and I’ve actually gone round and 

asked you know Republican, ex-prisoners here, all lesbian, not all of them. Those who 

are have always been out you know and used to have to come up with good excuses 

about why they would head down to your discos Jeff on a Friday night instead of um, 

doing other things and also I talked to working class Loyalist women and they all came 

up with this kind of myth as well that it was easier to be Catholic and lesbian, than it 

was to be Loyalist, and I’m not sure that that is necessarily the case. I think it would be 

useful to do some research on that? And um, traditionally in Ireland, er Protestant, 

Catholic women have been very strong and it’s partly because we don’t have access to 

a lot of power in terms of political power so we’ve had to find ways of expressing our 

power but it’s interesting because I feel we have not debated this, now there was an 

assumption, Jeff, that um, that everything was ok during the Troubles, the queers all 

got along and that wasn’t my experience, my experience was that people buttoned their 

lip a lot and because it was terrifying, it was quite terrifying in a way, that you weren’t 

able to, to actually express a lot of opinions. And there was very few discussions um, 

about how inequality impacted on us and my, my sense is that the leadership in the 

queer community has largely been middle class and that there’s been very few attempts 

to actually involve working class people in that leadership. Um, I do know though that 

you know, I was out as a Republican in the queer community and the um, going I was 

involved for my sins in the Shankill women's centre for ten years and going up and 

going down the road and the Shankill dykes who I used to be terrified of, big, they 

wouldn’t even smile, they’d just give me a kind of slight twitch which was a recognition

cxlvi



um, and years and years later um, when deja vu we had, we all dressed up and 1 went 

as a Bay City Roller and the only colour of tartan I could get was a red one and I thought 

‘ooh they won’t notice’ but for those of you that are old enough to remember, that 

would have been Loyalist tartan and the Shankhill ones came up to me afterwards and 

said ‘never thought I’d see the day’ so, you know there’s a bit of humour with it but 

um, we have not, we have not discussed, what, what is the difference? Um, and also so 

it means that, I think that if you like sectarianism or what 1 would see as the politics 

around imperialism, has limited us, because It has weakened us, that we have not been 

as strong because, um I have been hammering away at the Republican movement for 

years just to say it’s not enough to have a nice policy you’ve got to be doing things and 

then when they, when they said yes, we will participate in gay pride I had to go and say 

to them you’re not wanted, you know and they weren’t wanted, is that the leadership 

and is going back quite a few years, this is to the Nineties it was called that it was seen 

as divisive if you had a Republican deputy mayor which it was at the time leading off 

pride erm, and so that was not, that I think weakened us and we’re still in that position 

that people say: well because the Unionist parties don’t support us, then we can’t hope 

for, for political, involving politicians but also and this is eventually what’s building to 

a question is that, I think it is, erm it is not useful to have Unionist and Protestants as 

synonymous, that they are all homophobic. I have actually shifted my tactics and god 

help the Minister for Health, I’ve approached him now twice in the last three weeks and 

said to him ‘I think it’s really great that the DUP are moving on, in terms of...’ and 

they’ve, and they’ve moved like that much, that much, he’s kind of a wee bit slightly 

startled, but they’re moving on, we, we risk viewing them as monoliths, and I said to 

him there must be somebody in your party who’s interested in this? And that question 

five years ago he would have just backed off um, but he said ‘oh yes’ and he gave me 

some of these names. So, do you know, it’s not, we need to be building up alliances 

and we also need to be having more of these discussions ourselves and the one that I’d 

like to see tackled more than anything, because it is right the way through is the, is the 

sexism in terms of funding allocations, of resources, how we are viewed in society and 

it is, it’s terrible what I come across is that people and that’s not useful for gay men to 

be regarded as a nice pet, but gay men are lovely because they’re involved in the theatre, 

and they dress well, and we lesbians, we’re just regarded as difficult.
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Ruth: In fairness, Marie, um no but I think, I think, I just want to respond to that very, 

very quickly. Because I proactively with Outburst I mean, as a programmer, try to find 

a lot more women’s work, um because I think traditionally there are a lot more men in 

the arts and a lot of the women tend to do a lot of the behind the scenes stuff it’s like 

with a lot of things, but I think it’s a huge, huge issue the thing is, er lesbians will go to 

gay men's events, but very few gay men will go to lesbian, you know, so it kinda it’s 

that way so there’s a huge issue. I think the things that strangle us in our own 

communities or anywhere are the things we won’t talk about, and we’re afraid of talking 

about them because we don’t want to be divisive you know, you start them I mean, I 

am desperate on Facebook, I'm always stirring it, and in a nice way, but like, people 

will often you know say um, like: ‘Can’t we all just get along?’ And it’s like, do you 

know that’s a lovely idea but we won’t all get along until we actually recognise, unless 

we talk about the elephant in the room and I agree with you Marie, I think it’s probably 

not useful to say ‘all Loyalists, or all Unionist people are you know, homophobic or 

whatever’ because that’s not my actual experience, er and often the people are 

wonderful kind of thing, but I think it’s really important to ask the question why it might 

be slightly easier, I think it’s important to actually address it and go look no-one’s 

attacking anybody, no-one’s attacking anyone’s identity we just need to talk about this 

because if we don’t it’s just going to keep choking us, and it’s the same with sexism 

and er, with rampant misogyny in, in the LGBT community and rampant transphobia, 

huge, huge, transphobia. Which I think a lot of is ground, it feeds, misogyny kinda feeds 

into that as well, sorry I didn’t really answer your question.

Niall: It was about the monolithic identity. I would see queer perspectives as 

consciously to use Fidelma’s word: ‘disruptive’. Consciously disrupt any monolithic 

binary in society which is what my aim is as artistic director of TheatreofplucK.

Audience Member: So you might see the combatting homophobia title as not very 

disruptive?

Niall: That’s because today is anti homophobia and transphobia day (?)

Audience Member: It’s not very queer, it’s not very queer that that title is quite... (?)
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Niall: It’s just simply because it is International anti homophobia and transphobia day 

today that is the reason.

John: Yeah I think me and Marie have had this conversation a number of times now, 

and I agree with almost everything that Marie says. I think for me part of it is, taking 

LGBT out of it and looking at it in its broadest sense the most amazing thing to me 

about Northern Ireland is how in politics, Nationalist, Republican politics is in the large 

part to the left, whereas Unionist and Loyalist politics is hugely to the right it just 

amazes me that from a religion or and, and I say political as in the political divide, 

identity people will vote the way that they vote regardless of policies, regardless, I mean 

there’s no way that every PUL person in Northern Ireland is Conservative, there’s just 

no way in this world that that's the case, but they vote Conservative or they vote 

Alliance, but there’s very little crossover between Protestants voting for Nationalist, 

Republican parties or visa versa as much as the parties like to say that it’s happening 

and there’s soft Unionist votes for the SDLP or soft Nationalist for the Ulster Unionist 

Party there isn’t really, it’s not a real thing, urn and I think the biggest part about this 

work and about the work that needs to be done around the, the political support that 

exists within PUL communities is actually getting in there, working with them, and 

getting, helping them self-identify the issues that exist within their community as well, 

I think the same has to happen within um. Republican communities as well, and not 

necessarily in areas like Belfast, but there are many Republican areas where there are 

huge um, huge issues impacting on LGBT people and very little support for LGBT 

people so I think there’s things that both communities can do to be, and I hate using 

that term, I didn't mean it that way, but I think within the, within Republicanism and 

within er, Loyalism and Nationalism and Unionism I think there’s lot of work that can 

be done to be, to explore what is that political motivation to be supporting parties in 

that way.

Niall: Would anyone else like to?

Simon: Oh I think, just very briefly the political parties set themselves up as these 

things, and I don't personally when I vote, I don’t always vote but I vote in council 

elections and what I do is I pick up a, what I need, what are they gonna do for my local 

community? And I vote on that, er and that’s the problem, nobody really does that,
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because it’s always about the same thing, It’s a headcount at the end of the day, Er, 

sorry. I've forgot, I’ve forgotten where I'm going with that. Er, I’ll maybe come back.

Niall: Was there another question on the floor?

Audience Member: I don’t think it’s entirely true just about what you’re saying about 

PUL communities they always kind of vote the one way, I just wanted to put that, I 

guess to the panel I think with recent events. I myself would class myself as, as PUL 

and er, this is, my fiance here who is catholic who and my Grandmother, god rest her 

would probably be more upset that she’s Catholic and I chased the DUP from our door 

the other day due to the equal marriage thing and where I would normally vote, erm 

DUP 100%, there’s not a chance next Thursday that I will be voting for them, because 

suddenly I see a different perspective, because now I am in a minority group they are 

trying to control and bounce away from, and that changes my perspective to, to the fact 

you know, I might be ticking the Sinn Fein box instead.

John: I mean, congratulations first of all. Erm, I think for me, I disagree with you, if we 

look at the numbers we see over 50% support for Unionist politicians in Northern 

Ireland, erm, if you take the sort of Alliance party out of it. Erm, I think the numbers 

speak for themselves, I don’t think there are Nationalist, Republicans and Catholics 

voting for Unionist parties, not in the numbers that would be suggested. But I think 

you’re right this election’s probably one of the most interesting, exciting elections 

we’ve had in a very long time, not from the Nationalist, Republican perspective. I don't 

think there’ll be huge changes there, Sinn Fein will go up a bit, SDLP will go down a 

bit no huge shakers but within Unionism we’ve never, we have, have all these ideas 

about how people are feeling about flags, and how people are feeling about the, er, 

different identity and culture politics that are happening in Northern Ireland at the 

minute but the fact is we actually don’t know and this election will tell us a lot about 

where people actually are. If we see a huge swell in support for the likes of the TUV, 

then we really need to stop and look and say, things are getting worse, this is getting 

much more polar than it was before, whereas if we see a bit more support for the likes 

of NI21, which regardless of how you feel about them are presenting themselves as the 

party who are about a shared Northern Ireland, about putting sectarianism behind us. I 

think that tells us a big story about where the PUL community are as well. So I think
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there, there needs to be at the highest levels of our, of our, society and our government 

a reflection of how these elections go, what it tells us about where people are and if we 

are becoming more polarised, then there’s, there needs to be a whole lot more leadership 

from our politicians.

Niall: And I suppose there should be more attention paid to not only gender politics but 

class politics as well.

Fidelma: Every time I hear NI21 I just think of Miss Northern Ireland, I just haven’t 

gotten by it yet, it’s gonna take a while.

Audience Member: Do you think Jeffrey? Do you think there will be a test case for the 

equal marriage in Northern Ireland?

Niall: Yes, does anyone, Jeffrey, do you think that?

Jeffrey: I think, um I think there’d be a potential for that, certainly there’s some lawyers 

who have gonna have thought about this. You basically have to wait until there’s that 

consensus and you’re moving towards it before the Strasbourg court will jump um, but 

that doesn’t mean, you even if that’s the case now, it doesn’t mean you can’t convince 

the case, I mean you might lose it, but there’s a danger of losing, obviously, there’s a 

danger of you losing, but I’m sure there are a drove of cases there both internally within 

the UK, some form discrimination law and externally into Strasbourg we have 

obviously, we have tried to er, bring around equal marriage through the assembly the 

legislative approach and once that fails you’re gonna be free to go to Strasbourg and 

that says, some people have said the Strasbourg convention article, something or other, 

it says men and women have the right to marry and found a family and that’s the article 

roughly and er, you could argue that that doesn’t specify that men should marry women, 

that it could be men and men marrying and women and women marrying, though 

somebody else has pointed out that if you run on that, you might end up legalising 

polygamy. There is a potential in that, and I'm quite sure somebody will push the issue 

to a court, but I have to say just to be provocative and unpleasant, equal marriage is one 

issue, there are droves of issues but it has become a, in my mind and a lot of us who 

fought argued, I argued fiercely for civil partnership and I, amongst a group of us forced

cli



the government to include Northern Ireland, now that doesn’t include in the initial 

legislation we were actually excluded, but we should have been included and I argued 

that eventually against some opposition we were included um, but we um, also said, 

like Stonewall said and, and Tony Blair said ‘courts is great so far’, no we’re not talking 

about marriage that’s not, that’s not along the agenda, we’re never, we’re getting equal 

but different treatment, fine, but I mean those of us who argued for civil partnership are 

slightly trapped because only 8/9 years ago this far and no further. I don’t mind going 

further but I do say that it’s become a bit of a generational test issue, it’s not about being 

gay it’s not about marriage, it’s about are you young and progressive, or are you not 

and could be some other issue next week.

Niall: There is a danger I think. I’ve said this, Ruth and I have had this conversation 

before there is a danger of this assimilationist rhetoric getting overblown and then you 

end up with ‘good gays and bad queers’ you know, and that's another binary we don’t 

want..

Ruth: Here come the bad queers

Niall: And that’s another Ruth, would you like to comment on that?

Ruth: I think there is I think it’s really interesting to see a lot of the kind of media 

around, not just marriage equality but actually a lot of, there was this ad going round 

the internet and my, my head nearly exploded and it’s like a guy getting off the plane 

from the army and it looked like a BNP video? It was just like all these waving of Union 

Jacks and all these women waiting for their husbands, and you expected that the guy 

was gonna get off the plane and see his girl, but actually he got down on one knee in 

front of his male partner and asked him to marry him, and I just went (***!). I just, the, 

it’s not, I think, I think people should totally like, I always argue that marriage equality 

is not a human rights issue it’s an equality issue um, if people want to get married, I 

think that’s brilliant I think that’s important but I think it’s so overshadowed the issues 

that are so much more important in terms of basic living. The mental health inequalities 

in Northern Ireland for LGBT people and a lot of LGBT people themselves aren’t aware 

of this, which is probably why there’s something like there’s six times more likely to 

have suicide and six times more likely to be medicated for depression, and I’m looking
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at this like, what? And yet, most of, like there’s not huge campaigning because there’s 

never been mass campaigning towards anything really LGBT in Northern Ireland but 

the media it’s, it’s marriage equality is a very sexy issue, mental health isn’t, neither is 

kids getting the shit beat out of themselves, beat out of them at school neither is gender, 

you know, gender identity issues they’re not sexy issues but if you tie something up 

with a piece of ribbon and you make a cake it’s lovely, and I think we have to be very 

careful of how we, I think we have to be very careful of who is setting the agenda here? 

And why that agenda is being set, as 1 said it’s not. I'm not anti marriage equality, I’m 

just anti marriage equality being everything. The other danger is there was, there was a 

thing on the BBC website recently and it was a report do we need gay bars anymore? 

Now that gay people are able to get married in the UK, do we need gay bars? I'm just 

like, whatever about gay bars or anything else. What it is, is like now that we’ve got 

marriage equality we don’t need to worry about anything else everything's all good, 

and it’s all ok and it’s like the difference between legislative change and social change 

and the change for people on an individual level and how they live their lives and that 

is good I think it's worse at school for a kid for coming out now than it was for me 

coming out now at convent school ‘cause no one said boo to me because they didn’t 

know what the hell to do with us, in the 80’s it was just like whatever, do you want 

another sweet, kind of thing. Whereas now, because it’s a thing? You know people 

control, you know It’s nasty, nasty stuff so um, you know there is that but there is also 

that good gay bad thing, good gay bad gay thing where it’s like, with good gay you 

know it’s like I believe we’re setting ourselves as you know ‘we like we just want to 

be like you' and whatever. And I’m just like that’s ok for some people who do want to 

be like everybody else but we gotta I remember doing an interview with Bernadette 

McCalesky a few years ago she was she’s working in a centre in Dungannon that looks 

after asylum seekers and stuff and she was saying look ten years ago it would have been 

this specific issue, twenty years ago it was this group of people. What you’ve always 

got to do is always remember the people who are after you because there’ll always been 

someone who takes over the scummy role, and like for a while it was the LGBT people 

and you know there’s still that, an element of that but actually it’s like people within 

our own community who aren’t accepted trans people, gender variant people, people 

who can’t so easily assimilate or hide uh, people who’ve got very different political 

views you know, it’s like we need to remember that we're talking about a whole range 

of people when we talk about LGBT people or queer people um and I again, it’s not the
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anti thing, as soon as you start talking about people go oh you’re anti gay rights I’m 

not, just let’s not forget that this whole thing, this whole gay revolution, the gay 

liberation politics, was all about sexual freedom, it was all about you know what, what 

autonomy over your own life, over your own body and I think in many ways, politically 

and this is my own personal political opinion, I think we’ve moved away on, from that 

towards how much our acceptance will be based on how like you we can be. In the 

same way as like black people are a lot more accepted in the States they’re like good 

jobs but they’ve got a good job and they’ve got a lovely house, that’s not why someone 

should be accepted it’s not in relation to how like the norm I can be, it’s like the fact 

that I exist means that I deserve to have equal rights so that would be my...

Simon: Sorry, we have Black millionaires. Now so you can...

Niall: Gilda you wanted to...

Gilda: Yeah, Just briefly I just wanted to comment about what was just said, ‘cause I 

had, it came up one day in a conference with a point very similar to yours but not as 

nicely explained and I got quite verbally attacked by an academic, a lesbian academic, 

a pregnant lesbian academic, about what I said um, and about the fact that um if she 

was she wanted to get married and she wanted to speak for her um, she was speaking 

in that sense she, because I was addressing like other people, she said ‘well let me speak 

for my own people’, she was really, really, um she was quite aggressive to me so I got 

a bit scared and didn’t say anything anymore but I, I guess like, I guess what I’m trying 

to say is that like, I think that, I don’t want to categorise people because obviously 

there’s a lot of shades in-between but er, to simplify in a way, there’s people who are 

very politically involved and politically aware and keep sort of reflecting things you 

know the way you just did and could be like here and, and talking about you know, the 

past and why the operations started and what it means now but I, I feel like there’s a 

good bunch of people that are not involved as a matter of fact in what we call the ‘gay 

community’ because, you know, even wonder if there is such a thing. I’m sure there is, 

but you know.

Ruth: That’s a whole other debate

cliv



Gilda: There are so many people who identify themselves as LGBTQ but are not 

involved in any way, they have no interest in politics and they see you know, the 

marriage as a sort of legitimacy um, in terms of becoming part of something they’ve 

always belonged to and still want to belong to and that kind of, it’s kind of sort of like 

a missing piece. And um, so I mean in a way I would agree totally with what you say 

and I struggle myself, because then 1 have to sort of embrace the role of the social 

anthropologist who’s struggling like, trying to figure out both and how to reconciliate 

in a way, both points of view and I think sometimes it’s just very difficult because it 

seems like everything you, you don’t know where to position yourself.

Ruth: I'm the same. I’m exactly the same I said that’s my personal view in one way but 

in another way I mean I’ve been to so many weddings, you know same sex weddings 

and civil partnerships where I've seen a huge shift happen in peoples families who are 

there and it’s so emotional, I was at one last week, you know where a family member 

got up and started talking about something and you could see that it hadn’t always 

probably been as easy as that and I, I completely welled up and it’s like it’s the one 

thing in everyone’s family that you'll always have is weddings and funerals do you 

know what I mean? And it’s like, I know the importance of that so I’m not, this is what 

I’m saying, I’m not saying I’ll never get married, maybe someone will ask me some 

day but you know but you know it’s that thing of when it’s not about being anti-that 

but it’s about making sure that the voice is there for those so that, that doesn’t become 

the dominant voice that’s the only way you can be accepted is like if you get married 

and have babies, that’s absolutely brilliant. If that’s what you really need to do or want 

to do with your life then you have, it’s like Atheism and Christianity, you know Atheists 

can be as fundamentalist as Christians can be sometimes and you don’t want to go down 

that route, the route either we don’t want that or we shouldn’t be talking about that, of 

course we should be talking about marriage equality and reproductive rights or all sorts 

of stuff like that but we should always be saying don’t forget that’s not what it’s all 

about for everybody and if we push it too much in the public eye into being around that 

we’re gonna get a lot of people you know, a lot of people are already going I don’t want 

to get married how does that compare with mental health issues of people for some 

people who are gay you know it always references to being gay and in a relationship, 

what happens if you’re gay and you’re single for your whole life what does that mean 

about you? So it's that reinforcement again of the norm in terms of relationships that
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we just need to keep just you know in terms of, if we’re gonna be all inclusive let’s talk 

about diversity then let’s just live it, you know?

Simon: There is something else here on the equal marriage front, I mean for me it’s not 

about the right to get married, for trans people it’s the right to stay married and that’s a 

huge thing, it is in Britain and there’s no gender recognition in the South either, and 

what they’re talking about down South now is forcing people to divorce and the divorce 

laws in the South are bonkers anyway, five years? Separated five years, living apart for 

four so if you’re a trans person, and I know trans couples who are religious trans couples 

who went to church who made their vow that no man would rend asunder, but they 

can’t get their gender recognised, they can't change their gender so equal marriage is 

about that for me, it’s about the state not breaking up families and about forcing spouses 

out of legal things and it’s, it’s, it’s crazy that that’s allowed. 1 guess as well it goes 

back to something maybe forty years ago that a lot of European countries in order to, 

to be operated on that you had to be sterilized. Trans people were forcibly sterilised in 

some countries, in Sweden, and up until the 1970’s, in order to be recognised you had 

to be sterilised, it’s bonkers you know, so gay, equality, marriage equality is just not 

about people’s rights to get married, it’s about people’s right to stay married.

John: I think there are lots of little practical aspects of equal marriage making it really 

important and I would agree with Ruth in relation to equal marriage, I’m chair of the 

equal marriage campaign and I won’t say that I don’t care about equal marriage but it’s 

definitely not the top of my agenda either, in addition directly to your question yes there 

will be an equal marriage case. It’s inevitable it can’t happen through the assembly 

unless we see a huge change in politics here it’s just not a possibility. And it will 

become a reality it’s really just a matter of time at this stage whether it’s a political 

solution which looks more and more unlikely, or whether we’re looking down the legal 

route, and how long it will take us to get a solution there and how many appeals you go 

through and how many courts you have to go through to actually go through that 

process. But I think when it comes to equal marriage for me it’s about choice it’s about 

giving people the choice to decide what’s right for them, what’s right for their family 

and what’s right for them as an individual or whatever and I think when we talk about 

liberation, liberation as a word doesn’t really mean a lot to me, if anything I don’t really 

have a whole lot of understanding about what people mean when they talk about
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liberation. I don’t think any two people talk about liberation he same way or about 

actually the same thing that they're looking for, and for ht’s about freedom of 

opportunity, equality of opportunity, freedom of choice ancuality of choice and I 

think when it comes to the likes of equal marriage if it is impmt to people it has the 

practical implication for a lot of individuals and a lot of fams as well as the ability 

to give people that choice of whether or not they want to get Tied, want to have that 

social status with their heterosexual peers and I think we as LGBT movement and 

I’ve read so much vitriol recently on Facebook and the societworks about people 

who are in support of equal marriage and how they are worki n opposition to people 

of queer identity and people on the fringes of the LGBT comiity, and I think we’ve 

gotta, we’ve gotta stop fighting with each other over these thirwe’ve just gotta accept 

that this is a reality that some within our community er, wand we’ve gotta look 

outside of just our community that for us who are on the fringook at the other people 

who are on the fringes who aren’t necessarily LGBT and finer space with them and 

invite them into our space and learn and work with them and pide the space for those 

other LGBT people who don't share the same identity as vlo, to have their own 

choice have their own opportunities and do what’s right foem without looking at 

ourselves as we as LGBT people all need to accept everyone i’s identity and present 

our community as being this everything which isn’t, is notssible at all there are 

particular issues which impact on people who have same settraction or who have 

gender identity or gender variant issues, erm, those are, as Ritalks about the lack of 

acceptance thing, the mental health, the specific sexual healtlequalities experienced 

by gay and bisexual men there’s no many particular issues, tesbiphobia within our 

own community and misogyny as an issue which impacts hup in our community, so 

many issues that we really need to focus on that will make Indifferences to not only 

the experiences of individuals but also to our society as w and that’s where our 

attention needs to be focused that doesn’t mean that we sld forget about equal 

marriage but this idea that once equal marriage is introdd that everything will 

become better is just an absolute dream.

Niall: And one phrase that comes to mind that I’ve read mtly is a coalition of 

difference that you embrace the various different identitiei living together in a 

coalition. Is there any more questions from the floor? Ok so just like to thank our 

panellists for coming today...
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Appendix V - Critics’ Reviews of Divided, Radical, And Gorgeous in 2012 
(3rd Iteration)

Jane Coyle - Irish Theatre Magazine published
http://www.irishtheatremagazine.ie/Reviews/Current/D-R-A-G—-Divided-- 
Radical-and-Gorgeous

Love across the barricades. It’s a familiar and recurring plotline in stories and 

plays about Northern Ireland. But in Niall Rea's pithy, hour-long drama, the 

barricades are constructed upon sexual rather than sectarian politics. Still, 

social and cultural division provides the climate for an intriguing examination 

of the struggle for personal identity in an inherently conservative society, 

fraught with violence and prejudice.

The piece forms an integral element of Rea’s academic research into gay 

identities in the environment in which he was raised, and encompasses a variety 

of interlocking individual life experiences, all of them informed by the 

difficulties of growing up and coming out during and after the Troubles. Its 

themes and issues are universal, rendering it a piece which can - and should - 

travel widely. Whatever one’s own background, it is impossible to avoid being 

drawn into the heart-breaking inner turmoil of a beautiful, sweet-natured young 

man, born out of his time and out of his body. Audience participation is sought 

on arrival, when scraps of black paper and pens are handed around with a 

request for prayers, pledges or reflections to be placed onto the set with a view 

to informing the performance. As designer, director and writer Rea has a clear 

vision of how the story should be presented. In the cramped, claustrophobic
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surroundings of the Belfast Barge, the seating arrangements bring the audience 

challengingly close to Paul C. Boyd’s tormented, stripped down presence, 

though the constant use of a microphone in such a confined space is something 

of a distraction. A flimsy set, lit by a single light bulb, registers as a shabby 

dressing room, a nightclub stage and a boxing ring, in which the anonymous 

central character embarks on a dramatic physical transformation while doing 

battle with his critics, his family, his lovers and himself.

We watch fascinated as, in uncompromising video close-up, Boyd’s slight, 

naked body and intense facial features gradually morph into a defiant, wild

haired, hard drinking seductress. Each time the character looks into the mirror, 

Conan Mclvor’s skillful camera work allows him to make direct eye contact 

with the audience and for the audience to catch every nuance of his expressions 

and feelings [actually this concept was Niall's not Conan ’.v, Conan just videoed 

the piece for Appendix VII]. Thus, beneath the cosmetic glamour, we are 

admitted to intimate glimpses of the desperation and neediness of this special 

son of an adoring mother, whose barely suppressed sexuality has made him a 

target for playground bullies and street thugs.

That mental and physical torment is hugely exacerbated by the tribal hatred 

and paramilitary violence raging in the streets around him. We shiver at his 

propensity to dance with death by becoming involved with someone from ‘the 

other side’, here a militant republican activist, who lives by the gun. To the 

strains of a squeaky concertina, Boyd raspingly delivers a bruised, tongue-in- 

cheek serenade to his "beautiful, closeted freedom fighter".

Laughter and pathos rule in equal measures in this high energy, no-holds barred
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performance, which offers no easy solutions. The shy, mixed-up boy may at 

last have found both a voice and an alternative persona, but he has been 

replaced by a strident, snarling transgender performer, proclaiming his identity 

from behind a diamante-encrusted balaclava.

Jane Coyle is a Belfast-based freelance arts journalist, critic and screenwriter, 

who regularly contributes to The Irish Times, The Stage, Culture Northern 

Ireland and BBC Radio Ulster.

Terry Blain - Culture Northern Ireland
http://www.culturenorthernireland.org/article/5139/theatre-review-

drag?search=DRAG&rpg=2

'A notably serious examination not just of gay identity, but of identity, period' at Belfast 
Pride Festival

A white-rimmed frame, like giant Meccano, boxes the performing area. Stage left, a 
simple chair, a make-up table and a mirror. A man, naked, approaches a microphone, 
restive, wary, tense with trammelled-up emotion. He is about to tell a story...

I’m sitting below-deck at the Belfast Barge, watching Divided, Radical and Gorgeous 
(DRAG), TheatreofplucK’s ‘cross-dressed tale of gay life led through the Troubles’, 
part of this year’s Belfast Pride Festival.

Taking the DRAG acronym as a marker. I’m expecting a reasonably light-hearted 
evening, flamboyant, colourful, perhaps a little naughty and provocative. DRAG - 
which is designed and directed by Niall Rea - is all those things in places.

It is also, however, a notably serious examination not just of gay identity, but of 
identity, period - how we build it, why we need it, how its brittleness and evanescence 
can drive us momentarily (or worse) stir-crazy.
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The point is speared home at the show’s brilliantly theatrical climax, when actor Paul 
Boyd’s vertiginous recitation of queer identity-types crashes spectacularly, imploding 
in the cruelly self-revealing observation that every last one of them is ‘f**cked up, 
really'.

Boyd’s dynamism and talent for mimicry, as he compiles his wickedly observant check
list of gay stereotypes, is the show’s obvious highlight, a tour de force of high-class 
comic acting. As a storyteller probing the many darker aspects of his character’s 
personal history, however, Boyd is equally impressive.

Hair buzz-cut, skin milky-smooth as a Michelangelo sculpture, he initially cuts a 
nervily uncertain figure. Eyes bruised from a domestic incident, his character is also 
internally injured by a young manhood spent grappling with his emerging sexuality, in 
an environment both violent and deeply inimical to the expression of anything other 
than conventionally heterosexual sentiments.

Rea's tales of verbal bullying, familial dysfunction, and a lacerating relationship with a 
closeted paramilitary ‘freedom fighter’, are told for the most part by Boyd with good- 
humoured equanimity, eschewing rant and wrangle.

What Boyd actually delivers is more nuanced, unsettling and thought-provoking: his 
degree of insight into why he, and others like him, are so desperately impelled to 
externalise their sense of ‘otherness’ and difference is unsettling, and occasionally 
startling.

Life’s a drag, so let’s drag up, is the implicit message, and Boyd marks his character’s 
palpable growth in confidence and self-assurance with satisfying precision, as he 
gradually becomes she, donning a spangled tutu and sensually applied facial make-up.

‘Some other way of being’ is how Rea describes what his tortured character is looking 
for. Does he find it? Rea’s script is inconclusive, and rightly so in my opinion. We’re 
all on ‘journeys’ nowadays, and few of them seem to have any neatly defined ending.

Boyd exits with a song, provisionally yet defiantly celebrating his status as a survivor, 
bloodied but unbowed by the battlefield of gender politics and messy interpersonal
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relationships that he has so far negotiated.

But this is not a show that drones or preaches. Rea manages the difficult trick of being 
sharp and provocative without ever becoming unduly strident or didactic. What he’s 
created is a kind of confessional cabaret where real feelings, fears and anxieties rise 
much closer to the surface than is usual in this style of dramatic presentation.

There is, Rea suggests, ‘queerness’ of a sort in all of us. If that is true, then DRAG has 
plenty to teach us about it.
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Appendix VI - An Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis of audience 
responses to DRAG by TheatreofplucK.
Conducted by Dr. Ellen Anne Burns 
June 2013

This report will focus on the outcomes and results of Niall Rea’s practice. It will 

examine the results and emerging discoveries in the data analysis of the audience 

response to the performance, based on questionnaires and transcribed post show 

discussion. The report will discuss the impact of the performance on the audience and 

the prevalent themes that emerged, and it will give detailed examples of how the 

audience received and processed the performance. The following section outlines the 

means by which I analysed the evaluative data.

Methods of Analysis

Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis

Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis (IPA)1 is a qualitative research approach 

concerned with the examination of how people make sense of their life experiences. It 

is phenomenological in that it is concerned with exploring experience in its own terms. 

The attempt by the research participants to make sense of what is happening to them is 

the second major theoretical axis of an interpretative endeavour informed by 

hermeneutics. IPA shares the view that human beings are sense-making creatures and 

that the accounts which participants provide will reflect their attempt to make sense of 

their experience.

It can be said that the IPA researcher is engaged in a double hermeneutic 

because the researcher is trying to make sense of the participant trying to make sense

'JA Smith, P. Flowers, and M. Larkin, Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis, 
Theory, Method and Research (London: Sage Publications, 2009)
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of what is happening to them. This captures the dual role of this researcher. I am 

employing the same mental and personal skills and capacities as the participant, with 

whom I share a fundamental property - that of being a human being. IPA studies usually 

involve a small number of participants and the aim is to reveal something of the 

experience of each of those individuals.

I am using IPA as one of the main methods with which to analyse the data 

gathered during the four iterations of Niall Rea’s TheatreofplucK DRAG performance. 

I analysed questionnaires, and transcripts of post- performance discussions and 

interviews, in a systematic, qualitative manner. IPA is concerned with the details of 

human lived experience; it aims to conduct this examination in a way which as far as 

possible enables experience to be expressed in its own terms, rather than according to 

predefined category systems. In this way then, I have taken the data and identified 

certain emerging patterns and themes within this experiential material. The emphasis is 

on convergence and divergence, commonality and nuance. This leads to a more 

interpretative account and the development of a structure, or frame, which illustrates 

the relationship between themes and the original aim and hypothesis. At the outset, it 

is important to bear in mind that conducting such analysis is inevitably a complex 

process: ‘it may be an experience which is collaborative, personal, intuitive, difficult, 

creative, intense’.* 2 And certainly, ‘the truth claims of an IPA analysis are always 

tentative and analysis is subjective’.2 Overall, the analytical process is multi

directional. There is a constant shift between different analytical processes.

The Art of Crystallisation

2Ibid., p.80
2Ibid., p.8
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Philip Taylor notes the prevalence of “triangulation” as the dominant metaphor for 

validating qualitative research: that is, to confirm the accuracy or credibility of a 

particular viewpoint by seeking corroboration. Taylor rejects triangulation, which 

involves a researcher comparing different forms of data - such as interviews, census 

data, and documents to validate findings, in favour of “crystallisation” which 

recognizes that there are far more than “three sides” from which to view a project.

“crystal” serves as a good metaphor, for while it contains “symmetry 

and substance”, it contains a variety of different shapes and patterns and 

both refracts and reflects.. .what is especially eloquent about the notion 

of crystallisation is that it opens us up to new possibilities of seeing, and 

new ways of knowing.4

In this way it is apparent that each new angle from which we look at something opens 

up a new perspective and an alternative way of looking at the material. Taylor also 

argues that we are always on a journey of discovery, and ‘this journey is what is 

powering applied theatre.’5 Certainly, we can never be certain that our ideas or instincts 

about human behaviour are correct as we try to crystallize various perspectives. 

Defamiliarization, says Taylor, is the notion of making the familiar strange. Taylor 

affirms that evaluation of performance can put us back in touch with our streams of 

consciousness:

Through evaluation, we can listen to our needs and to those of 

participants, perhaps seeing the work from the perspective of someone

4 Philip Taylor, Applied Theatre: Creating Transformative Encounters in the 
Community (Portsmouth: Heinman Drama, 2003), p. 130
5Ibid, p. 130
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else for the first time, or understanding how a strategy really did or did 

not work with a particular population.6

In this way we can remove the restrictive limitations of conventional evaluation and 

explore areas of possibility in terms of appraisal and dissemination.

Results

The purpose of this analysis is to relate the outcomes and the data to the original 

intention of the performance and to identify common themes and impacts the 

performance had on the audience. The following section describes the results emerging 

from the audience reaction and response to the performance. It is important to note that 

the audience members in attendance at each performance were from different sections 

of the community. The results and data are gathered from four iterations of the 

performance. They took place in a venue in Catholic West Belfast as part of the Feile 

an Phobail festival, in The Courtyard Theatre, Newtownabbey, a traditionally 

Protestant location and also twice at The Barge in central Belfast, being neutral and 

associated with neither community. Where relevant I will refer to the specific venue 

associated with a particular comment or observation, however the themes have been 

extrapolated from all four audience responses. While the questionnaires were 

anonymous, the transcribed discussions can be identified to some extent, and where it 

helps to clarify the relevance of the response, I will refer to respondent by name and 

role. The identified themes are those which appeared prolific and predominant and 

communicate the greatest insight into the affect the performance had on the audience, 

and what type of debate it stimulated.

6Ibid., p. 132
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Categories and Sub Categories

Major Emerging Categories

1. Fight, fight for, conflict
2. Stories/biographies/narratives
3. Different/difference
4. Fear/terror/bravery/courage
5. Spaces/venues/’areas’/sectarian divisions/communities
6. Identity
7. Wonderful/delightful/beauty/love

These categories were distilled by means of IPA analysis and a mindfulness of Taylor’s 

definition of crystallisation. The raw data took the form of transcribed discussions and 

anonymous questionnaires. The transcribed discussions formed three documents 

detailing the audience reactions following the viewing of three performances at the 

individual venues. These discussions were recorded and transcribed. Once transcribed, 

I employed IPA to develop and extrapolate both emerging themes and exploratory 

comments. This involved reading and re-reading the document, making initial notes 

and mapping inter-relationships, connections and patterns between exploratory notes. 

In this way ‘themes are usually expressed as phrases which speak to the psychological 

essence of a piece and contain enough particularity to be grounded and enough 

abstraction to be conceptual.’7 The anonymous questionnaires were filled in following 

each iteration of the performance and amounted to 59 in total. These and the transcribed 

discussions served as the fundamental material from which I conducted the analysis. 

The emergent and dominant themes were distilled from a larger list of possible themes. 

The final categories were chosen as they were referred to the most consistently and 

vociferously throughout the audience feedback.

7 Smith, Flowers and Larkin, p.92

clxvii



1. Fight, fight for, conflict

Analysis highlighted the use of the word ‘fight’ as a recurring theme and motif used by 

audience in their commentary and responses. Alternate words such as ‘conflict’ and 

‘struggle’ are also used frequently. The words are used to refer to personal fights and 

struggles, that of the wider struggle of the gay community and the ‘troubles’: the 

conflict in Northern Ireland.

At the Feile an Phobail performance, Danny Morrison, an Irish republican 

writer and activist who played a crucial role in public events during the Troubles, was 

present. He is the secretary of the Bobby Sands Trust, and is also current chairman of 

Feile an Phobail, the largest arts festival in Ireland. Morrison comments, T still think 

there’s still a lot of predominantly young people out there who still don’t have the 

courage to come out and who live entirely false lives which is doing all sorts of 

psychological damage to them. So I think a play like this shows them there are people 

out there fighting the war for them.’8

The notion of placing theatre and war together is well documented. In his 

ultimate manifesto, The Theatre of the Oppressed, Augusto Boal presents the 

inextricable link between theatre and conflict at the outset, proclaiming:

In this book I offer some proof that the theater is a weapon. A very efficient 

weapon. For this reason one must fight for it. For this reason the ruling class 

strive to take permanent hold of the theater and utlilize it as a tool for 

domination. In so doing, they change the very concept of what “theater” is. But 

theatre can also be a weapon for liberation. For that it is necessary to create 

appropriate theatrical forms. Change is imperative.9

transcribed post show discussion, Fe'ile an Phobail
9Augusto Y$o<i\,Theatre of the Oppressed (London: Pluto Press, 1979), p.ix
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In this way then, we can see the D.R.A.G performance as a tool, a weapon that 

could serve to empower young people and the LGBT community, in the words of 

Danny Morrison, showing them there are people out there fighting the war for them, 

and in the words of Boal, using theatre as weapon for liberation. An audience member 

commented, ‘that generation, (during the troubles), did have to fight, and you say that 

you are trying to remind the younger generation of the fight for gay rights.’l0While 

Niall Rea1 'did not necessarily make this claim, he does comment: ‘that fight was going 

on alongside the set-up of feminist groups, and through the seventies, and the gay 

liberation groups together with the workers party, all those kinds of things went on 

through the seventies. And a lot of intermingling and cross fertilisation had a big effect 

collectively I think on both sides of the politics.’12 The combination of ‘fighting’ during 

the troubles, for civil rights and for gay rights was of a certain era. Retrospective theatre 

can capture some of this and potentially enlighten a younger generation. 

Contemporaneously theatre was also working to address these issues. In his book, 

Theatres of the Troubles, Theatre, Resistance and Liberation in Ireland, ^'Bill 

McDonnell talks of the theatre as a space being part of the battleground, both literally 

as a potential space of warfare and actual violence, and symbolically as a space of 

resistance and as the ground of cultural action. Community theatres developed within 

working-class Republican and Loyalist communities during the Troubles, and also in 

the first decade of the peace process, 1997-2007. McDonnell covers plays and texts 

created by IRA prisoners of war and also by leading figures within the Ulster Defence

l0Ibid
"PhD candidate for whom I conducted this report, Artistic Director of Theatreof 
plucK, and Director of DRAG 
l2Rea, op.cit., Feile
"Bill McDonnell, Theatres of the Troubles, Theatre, Resistance and Liberation In 
Ireland (Exeter: Exeter Press, 2008).
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Association, the UDA, but most, he states, were created by community activists, usually 

non-professionals who saw theatre as one of a range of cultural options through which 

communities, silenced by the apparatus of the political situation, could speak. Certainly 

the same can be said of queer theatre.

On The Barge, Jeffrey Dudgeon MBE, Northern Irish gay political activist, said, 

‘it will actually be thirty years, to the year in October since the change in the law to get 

decriminalised, didn’t get equality, that took another thirty years...it’s an on-going 

struggle.’14 Actor Paul Boyd1:1 comments that playing the character in the story ‘made 

me really aware of what people had to fight for.’16

One of the aims of this research is to explore if this type of performance can ‘not 

only galvanise an existing queer Northern Irish community but, through cross

community presentation, work to highlight a focus on our common identity-construct 

constrictions and on the shared civil rights of all sections of society.’ l7The consistent 

reference to the idea of fighting and struggle in terms of gay activism and its parallel 

evolution alongside the particular era of ‘the troubles’ throughout the questionnaires 

and post show discussions demonstrate the performance as a provocative tool in 

generating discussion and debate of this nature among diverse audiences in diverse 

locations.

2. Stories/Biographies/Narratives

Much of the audience discussion centred on where particular stories came from and 

who they belonged to. Niall and Paul Boyd at all three post show discussions were 

compelled to describe the logic and construction of the play, and audience members

^Transcribed post show discussion. The Barge.
'"’Northern Irish actor and director, sole performer in DRAG 
16op cit, The Barge
17 Niall Rea, unpublished research document.
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were keen to share some of their own stories and memories of the depicted era, the 

troubles and their experiences. Helen Nicholson18 in her writing on applied drama talks 

of how narratives are constructed and how they might be deconstructed or challenged. 

Drama provides a powerful opportunity to ask questions about those whose stories have 

been customarily told, whose have been accepted as truth, and to redress the balance 

by telling alternative stories from different perspectives. The social role of the story 

teller can be said to use experiences of life to offer practical wisdom, finding narratives 

and metaphors that make connections between life as it is and life as it might be.19 At 

Feile an Phobail Niall says: T knew I wanted a gay actor who had experiences of the 

troubles and could tell his own story. So all the little stories that you heard were part of 

my biography, part of Paul’s biography, part of Gordon’s biography - as well as my 

ex-boyfriend’s biography and a lot of stories that were heard throughout the community 

that came through’.20 Telling a story can be seen as an imaginary space for thought 

experiments in which moral judgements operate in hypothetical mode. Working in the 

imaginary space of drama enables participants to juxtapose different narratives, 

perspectives, to fictionalise life as it is experienced and conversely, to make the 

imaginary world of fiction tangible and ‘real’. Conceptualised and practiced in this way, 

drama becomes a place to explore the ethical gap between description and prescription, 

hypothesis and factuality.

An audience member comments that ‘some of the stories I don’t find particularly 

relevant to me personally.' And, ‘Do you think the ideas in the story are still reflective

l8Helen Nicholson, Applied Drama, The Gift of Theatre (Hampshire: Palgrave
Macmillan, 2005), p.63
l9Ibid
2(lop. cit., Feile

clxxi



of this decade in today’s society? 21 Niall makes clear that the stories are linked and 

layered and embroidered and he is not attempting to create a linear narrative in the play. 

The idea that the self is a narrative, continually created and re-created through 

interaction with others, does not suggest that individuals are without agency - all stories 

are read and created through the lens of social and cultural experience and this means 

that narratives are inevitably interpreted in many different ways.

Jeffrey Dudgeon comments, ‘every single person has a complicated story, you don't 

want to hear them all, or not much of them all, but you know that if you could distil it, 

it would be amazing and in that sense the play and the author captured bits of stories 

that we like to hear about and the kaleidoscope that made the seven stages of 

queerdom.’22 Paul echoes Niall, ‘there's a lot of biography in there, stories of Gordon, 

stories of Niall and stories of mine, not going to tell you which ones but it was very 

autobiographical.'22 The notion comes through of layer upon layer of stories, a 

palimpsest of stories.

This multiplicity of narratives and stories contained within the play translated in 

different ways, including the various characterisations and the impressionistic merging 

of stories, atmospheres and moments. The avoidance of a conventional linear narrative 

enabled voices and stories to come through in an alternative manner. Combining the 

notion of a pre-literary drama paradigm and a post-dramatic approach the sense was 

conveyed through movement, sound, environment and intention, as well as words, but 

not following a specific plot or storyline. Jonathan Fox says ‘the entire thrust of the 

performance is to take the verbal rendition of an experience and translate it into not-so-

2lIbid
22op. cit.,The Barge. 
23 Ibid
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verbal drama.’24 In a similar way DRAG took the experiences of various individuals 

and translated them into a drama, not solely based upon words or narrative, rather to 

emphasize energy and presence and to elicit responses that move beyond the 

intellectual. As Lehmann points out, this can defy semiotic interpretation as these 

evanescent qualities are emphasized, which can be difficult to verbalize.2:1

3. Different/Difference

The words different and difference came up often in both the questionnaires and the 

post show discussions. Answers to the questionnaires were given that included, ‘proud 

of our difference and humour’, ‘saw identity politics in a different way’, ‘different 

aspects’, different layers’, ‘women’s experience is different’, ‘challenged my 

understanding of how different minorities or cultural identities existed.’26

Different identities were debated throughout the post show discussions. Niall 

commented, ‘all our different identities are influenced, we have different identities over 

time and we all have different bits within us.27 Danny Morrison comments that ‘conflict 

was generated through difference.’28 Hannah Slattne24 says, Tin Swedish, I’m still 

coming at it from the outside a little bit on different experiences. I was wondering was 

there different responses in different parts of the town, and also was this linked to the 

different traditions or not?’30 An audience member comments, ‘you were born in a

24Jonathan Fox, Acts of Service, Spontaneity, Community, Tradition in the
Nondescript Theatre (New York: Tusitala Publishing, 1994), p.38
•^Christopher Balme, The Cambridge Introduction to Theatre Studies (Cambridge:
Cambridge:University Press, 2008), p.144
26A selection of comments from the anonymous questionnaires
27op cit., Feile
28Ibid
29Hanna Slattne, originally from Sweden, is a dramaturg at Tinderbox Theatre 
Company in Northern Ireland.
3<lop cit., Feile - while this report acknowledges the differing venues based on 
traditional sectarian divides and cultures, it focuses more on the commonality of 
themes which emerged from post show discussions and questionnaires rather than
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different generation, different view, and different generational aspect.,31Niall: ‘I want 

everyone to go away and to be affected in a different way.’32

While there are innumerable ways to view the remarks and comments about 

difference, the idea of difference can in this context, usefully be related to the idea of 

‘the other.' The ‘other’ is considered an individual who is perceived by a group as not 

belonging, as culturally constructed, as being fundamentally different in some way. The 

group sets itself up as the standard and judges those who do not meet that norm and are 

perceived as lacking essential characteristics possessed by the group - the ‘other’ is 

almost always seen as a lesser or inferior being and is treated accordingly. This in turn 

leads to a liminal culture which can be related to the gay culture as portrayed in the play 

and in general. Liminal entities are neither here nor there, they are betwixt and between 

the positions assigned and arranged by law, custom, convention and ceremonial, as such 

their ambiguous and indeterminate attributes. Victor Turner used the term liminoid to 

describe types of symbolic action or leisure activity occurring in contemporary societies 

that serve a function similar to rituals in pre modern or traditional societies - 

communitas - a feeling of group solidarity. One of the audience questionnaire questions 

asked: ‘Do you think gay identities operated outside the sectarian divide in Northern 

Ireland? If so, in what way?’ The audience responses overwhelmingly said, yes, they 

did: ‘by creating a form of escapism from the daily toil of the troubles, no one cared, it 

was a good night, an escape from the conflict, enjoyable, it didn’t matter’33

specifically investigating differences based on these traditions or venues. Nonetheless, 
the nature of the analysis necessarily includes these differing responses as a 
fundamental aspect of the evaluative methodology.
3'Ibid 
32Ibid
33Varying responses to question via anonymous questionnaires
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Rituals are more than structures and functions; they can also be among the most 

powerful experiences life has to offer. While in a liminal state, people are freed from 

the demands of daily life. They feel at one with their comrades, all personal and social 

difference erased. This can be related to comments made by the audience about the gay 

entertainment venues and how they erased differences between people as they united 

in celebration. People are uplifted, swept away, taken over.34The performance works 

here to ‘highlight a focus on our common identity-construct constrictions and on the 

shared civil rights of all sections of society’3:1 - the discussions around the differences 

served also to highlight the commonalities.

4. Fear and Courage

The results show repeated use of the words fear and terror and bravery and courage. 

For example, ‘the performance reminded me of fears of coming out in a time of 

segregation in an already divided community’, and ‘people collected in their own 

bars/venues but in secret and in a seize of fear’.36 Danny Morrison comments, T still 

think there’s a lot of predominantly young people out there that still don’t have the 

courage to come out.' And, ‘well you see they’d be afraid to come and see it’, (the 

play), in case it might, ‘blow their cover’ and, T think society is very open here, it’s 

come a long way and I think we owe a tribute to those who were brave enough to come 

out, when it was dangerous to do it.’37 There is repeated conversation about the fear 

and bravery attached to ‘coming out.’

34Richard Schechner, Performance Studies, An Introduction (London: Routledge,
2002), p.62
3;,op. cit., Rea
36Anonymous questionnaires 
37op cit., Feile
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Fear and courage are two opposing and often related concepts and emotions. 

Heidegger speaks of fear as being an inescapable mode of being, essential to existing 

in a world of which beings are existentially heedful and concerned and purposely taking 

care of that which occurs as concern. Fear is therefore seen as a mode of attunement a 

‘being- in’ the world. The fearsome is always encountered in the world at hand or as 

objectively present, and fearfulness is the existential possibility of an essential 

attunement of being. What is encountered matters and from mattering is disclosed 

something which can be threatened. We are open to the world.38 Fear in this ontology 

is disclosure of the potential for access to personal freedom - and triumph over fear. 

Fear can actually propel us forward.

Actor Paul Boyd when discussing his participation in the production says, T 

was looking for something that would really scare me, and really push me out of my 

comfort zone.’ ‘my initial reaction was, ‘oh God I can’t do it!’. Then I had a theatre 

friend talk to me and say, ‘look, if it scares you there must be something in it, so go and 

do it.” Paul mentions that the play references himself, ‘so it’s quite scary’, ‘and I see 

the likes of Gordon and the like, rocking out and I’m like, oh my god I’m terrified, 

because they’re just so fabulous and relaxed, and it’s just so second nature, and putting 

on make-up and all these things terrify me, so I thought I’ll do that.’39 In this way fear 

serves as a provocation and a professional and personal challenge to the actor. We hear 

the juxtaposition of ‘terror’ and ‘fabulous’ in one sentence. Fear propels the performer 

to rise to challenge and accomplishment.

Gordon says, ‘we’ve blossomed out of such a rusty surface on courage’.40

38 Martin Heidegger, Being and Time, ‘Fear as Attunement’ (Albany: State University 
of New York Press: 1996), p. 131
39op. cit.. The Barge 
40Ibid
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An audience member also comments, ‘you’re brave’ (for performing in a Catholic 

church).41

Niall asks, at the courtyard, ‘can I ask all of you a question? How did filling in 

the piece of paper and signing it, and putting it on the stage make you feel?’, and an 

audience member answers, ‘terrified’. Niall affirms: ‘terrified... nervous internally, 

that was one of the things that I wanted you to feel.’42

Courage can arise out of extreme fear and fear is an emotion we all deal with. How 

we deal with it is something these results draw attention to - how an individual deals 

with it and how a community or movement deal with it. Michael Hyatt says ‘courage 

is the willingness to act in spite of your fear.'44 The repeated references to fear and then 

its opposite, courage, are revealing in terms of the debate around moving sexual and 

social identity politics forward in Northern Irish culture.

5. Spaces/venues/’areas’/sectarian divisions/communities

The notion of spaces, literal, physical, imagined, conceptual and symbolic perforated 

the performance and the audience responses. The play itself took place in three very 

different locations and performance spaces. The world created on the stage and by the 

play is a particular kind of space. The subject matter dealt with communities and areas, 

dictated and designated according to religion and class.

Today the question of performance space is seen primarily as an interactive 

relationship between spectators, stage and the wider architectural or spatial 

environment encompassing both. Theatrical space only comes into being through the 

act of human movement - theatrical space is the result of an aesthetic transformation -

4lIbid
42Transcribed post show discussion, The Courtyard
44http://michaelhvatt.comAvhv-courage-requires-fear.html, accessed 6th June 2013
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the physical space of the stage is never identical with the space on which the actions 

perform. This transformation from one realm, (the physical and actual), to the aesthetic 

or ‘artificial’ can only be described in experiential terms.

Marvin Carlson talks of how places of performances generate social and cultural 

meanings of their own which in turn help to structure the meaning of the entire theatre 

experience.44 Viewed in evolutionary terms it could be argued that place of 

performance developed from a sacred to an aesthetic one.4'’ Today it is generally 

accepted that theatre can take place anywhere, complex interactions take place on the 

levels of theatrical, scenic and space.46 In this way, the responses of the audience 

members who viewed D.R.A.G. can be said to be inextricably linked to the wider 

surrounding environment from which they viewed the performance, physically and 

otherwise - culturally, spiritually and intellectually, for example.

A questionnaire respondent claimed he/she was ‘raised in a bubble’ and ‘knew 

little about the troubles’. The imagery of this is striking. Several remark that gay clubs 

in the city were always neutral spaces, ‘the city was a ghost town apart from one gay 

club where Protestants and Catholics mixed with no hatred.’47The notion of 

‘Queerspace, always felt like a safe space.’48’ I always considered ‘queer’ operating 

outside of politics.49

But we occupied a queer space as well, we physicalized it, the area in the centre 

of the city was cordoned off by a ring of steel, and all the gay bars and venues 

were centred right beside that ring of steel. So the idea of going into that space

44Balme, p.58 
45Ibid„ p59 
46Ibid., p.61
47Anonymous questionnaire
48Ibid
49Ibid
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was very important at that time, you know it was like dare to tread, physically 

and emotionally, in our thoughts, everything was following on, and things are 

moving on, and catching up enormously was the thoughts we have.30 

The notion of ‘queerspace’ occupying a nonspecific area and space within an otherwise 

crudely divided city points to it being a liminal entity - a real physical space and also a 

symbolic ephemeral space, as such, their ambiguous and indeterminate attributes are 

expressed by a rich variety of symbols, people and activities. Turner describes 

“liminoid" symbolic action or leisure activity occurring in contemporary societies that 

serve a function similar to rituals in pre-modern or traditional societies. Limimnality 

and marginality exist in frequently generated myths, symbols, rituals and works of art, 

‘these cultural forms provide men with a set of templates or models which are at one 

level; periodical classifications of reality and man’s relationship to society, nature and 

culture.’51 In this case the creative performance was a ritualistic experience for the 

audience and representative of the liminal experience of the people depicted in the 

performance. Turner expands this description of liminoid spaces and activities by 

affirming, ‘they are more than classifications, since they incite men to action as well as 

to thought’.52

6. Identity

The subject of identity proved prolific in the after show discussions and the 

questionnaires. This is a specific concern of the research which asks: ‘In presenting a 

new queer performance (both inspired by existing queer texts and from personal

50Rea, op. cit., Feile
31 Victor Turner, The Ritual Process, Structure and Anti-Structure,{ New Brunswick
and London: Aldine Transaction, 2009), p. 129
52Ibid
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histories) in a post-conflict context, is it possible to move debates around sexual (and 

social) identity politics forward in Northern Irish culture?’ 53

Gay identities, the perception of identity politics, gay identities and politics 

going together, Irish, British, European identity, the idea that identity changes daily are 

a selection of the identity ideas discussed. Some argue that gay identities transcended 

the religious divide and that inevitably people identify with a myriad of influences. 

Many saw identity politics in a different way with different aspects and spoke of 

different layers to identity. “A lot of people on the scene liked to think that they left 

their identities behind but you could see it/feel it in the clubs in what was said and not 

said. Looks you get.”54 The 'looks’ presumably relating to the residual sectarian and 

cultural identities, despite the potential escapism and liminal aspect of the queerspace.

Helen Nicholson writes: ‘drama is ultimately tied to contemporary questions 

about the politics of context, place and space, and this means that working in drama 

often brings into focus questions of allegiance, identity and belonging.’55 Borrowing 

an insight from psychoanalysis she suggests that all identities are constructed through 

processes of identification which, as an articulation of an ensemble of subject positions 

both challenge and affirm a person’s sense of selfhood. It is through identification with 

a range of identities, discourses and social relations, she argues, that individuals might 

recognise their allegiances with others as well as their antagonisms or differences. She 

recognises, however, that political interpretations of citizenship will always be 

characterized by conflict and division as different communities and interest groups seek 

to address its exclusions and redefine its limits and parameters.

53op. cit., Rea, research document 
54Anonymous questionnaire 
55op. cit., Nicholson, p. 13
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I think pointing at the play, all of our identities are influenced, we all 

have different bits within us. You talked about this being outside the two 

monolithic ancestral identities, but we actually we were in those 

communities scattered through them and then coming together. I’m not 

saying there aren’t other identities, the punks were kind of two fingers 

up to the political system at the time.^6

In these terms, self-creativity is an explicitly political process. It is a challenge to find 

ways of working in drama that enables participants to affiliate with multiple identities. 

Identity is a continual process of becoming rather than a pre-given expression of being. 

Meaning emerges through the interplay of identity and difference.

all of us should be aware of how we feel about our own personal identity 

and about everyone else’s identity, and about how fractured and 

multifarious and wonderful, and special and delightful all the little bits 

of all our identities and respect them.57 for me it’s more about 

challenging people’s perception of identity...it might be that for a long 

time we were absorbed in two identities, that in this play it tells me there 

are so many identities that we need to be aware of and thinking about 

now....’58 the thing about identity and the post conflict, you could take 

anywhere in the world, and anyone could come in and identify with the 

things that have been raised. And I think that the very issues of identity 

and acceptance never really go away and it depends how you deal with 

them, and how you work with them....59

56 Rea, op.cit., Feile 
57ibid
58op. cit., The courtyard 
59Ibid
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It is evident that DRAG opened up a wide, diverse debate on identity. The question 

remains, did it ‘move debates forward’. The fact that the play was performed in three 

different communities with specific identities may be significant. As Nicholson points 

out,

the term ‘community’ is, often applied to rather loosely to identity politics; 

labels such as ‘the gay community’ may provide a convenient shorthand, but 

they can also have the effect of disguising very real differences between people, 

and missing the possibilities of multiple identities, such as being gay and black, 

for example.1’0

7. Wonderful/delightful/beauty/love

Lovely, wonderful, brilliant, fabulous, interesting, exciting, amazing, revealing, 

sensational, fantastic, glittery.61 Words like this are littered throughout the audience 

responses to the performance. They are used to describe their own personal narratives 

as well as reactions to the play.

James Thompson describes how artists from immediate sites of conflict during 

interviews conducted as part of the In Place of War62 project frequently expressed a 

demand for a ‘theatre of beauty’ - an effort to provide opportunities for ‘beautiful 

resistance’ and insist that this is a powerful alternative to the dangers of violent 

resistance. Thompson argues rather than beauty appearing ‘frivolous and potentially 

suspect’63 ‘when the world is beset by war, genocide and nuclear holocaust, it is in fact

60Nicholson, p.94
^Transcribed discussions and anonymous questionnaires
62James Thompson, Performance Affects, Applied Theatre and the End of Effect ( 
London: Palgrave Macmillan, 2009), p.139 
63Ibid
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in those worlds that beauty is of relevance. I would emphasise that when ‘that ordinary 

life’ is most beset by the horrors of war and violence the want can become particularly 

strong. Words expressive of joy, hope, excitement and beauty figure extensively 

throughout the discussions and questionnaires relating to the performance and thus the 

subject matter.

Barbara Ehrenreich, in Dancing in the Streets,64 states: ‘that is my mission in 

this book: to speak seriously of the largely ignored and perhaps incommunicable thrill 

of the group deliberately united in joy and exaltation.’65 She talks of white stunned 

explorers of the early 20th Century, regarding the ecstatic rituals of darker skinned 

peoples with horror and revulsion - grotesque is one word that appears again and again 

- hideous, frightful din, infernal racket.66 These rituals and celebration, common place 

in many native communities were feared and oppressed by the imperialist, however, as 

Ehrenreich goes on to demonstrate, this ecstatic possibility does not go away - ‘despite 

centuries of repression, despite the competing allure of spectacles, festivity keeps 

bubbling up, and in the most unlikely places.’67 For example, the rock rebellion broke 

through the anxious conformity of post war America and generated an entire counter 

culture.68 There are cases of people coming together and creating festivity out of 

nothing.

Gay male culture features ‘circuit parties’ involving dancing and sometimes

costuming and with the help from chemical stimulants these can go on for days.

64Barbara Ehrenreich,Danc/ng in the Streets, A History of Collective Joy (New York: 
Metropolitan Books, 2006)
65Ibid., p. 16 
66Ibid„ p.4 
67Ibid„ p.258 
68Ibid
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It was gay culture, too, that first appropriated Halloween as an adult holiday, 

now celebrated with parades of costumed people of all sexual inclinations.69 

Ehrenreich goes on to discuss a samba rehearsal for a carnival she came across on 

Copacobana beach in Rio de Janeiro. She talks about the wide and varied array of 

people involved, and says, ‘here, for a moment, there were no divisions among people 

except for the playful ones created by carnival itself70 ‘There was no ‘point’ to it - no 

religious overtones, ideological message, or money to be made - just the chance, which 

we need much more of on this overcrowded planet, to acknowledge the miracle of our 

simultaneous existence with some sort of celebration’71

Thompson talks about a ‘terrain of sensation’ - ‘of the aesthetic concerns for 

beauty, joy, pleasure, awe and astonishment.’72 Joe Winston: ‘for me it was the beauty 

of the experience that mattered the most’73, ‘the call of beauty’ Thompson declares 

:’the aim here is to raise the concept as one worthy of serious consideration in any 

performance work that aims to contribute to social justice.’74 Salverson asks - ‘why is 

the pain of crying considered more accurately translatable, more faithful to grief, than 

the complex terrain of laughter, of the imagination, or the pleasure of encountering 

another person’.75 Beauty is a central concept in challenging the dominance of what 

Gumbrecht called a ‘meaning culture’, it provokes a quality of ‘heightened attention’.76 

having grown up in the 70’s, and during the troubles here, in the height of them, 

I had a little house in Sandy Row of all places, but the one, the two main cultures

69Ibid
70Ibid.,p. 261 
7lIbid.
72Thompson, p. 
73Ibid., p. 136 
74lbid
75Ibid., p. 139 
76Ibid„ p. 14o
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that were happening here at the time, and that was the troubles and Glam

rock.....and 1 was a little disappointed that we didn’t get any Glam rock.

Because that was the two that was the....Belfast was incredibly influenced by 

the pop culture as well and people seem to forget that. You know the club/bar 

was blown up, and people were being taken out of there and the paramedics 

didn’t know if some of it was make up or injuries. They were brought out with 

false lashes, n’ cherry chap stick, and I always remember a troop of rollerskaters 

skating down Botanic Avenue in glitter dressing gowns while the ambulances 

were flying around and you have that...surreal...77 

Here we get a sense of the juxtaposition of beauty and glamour and joy set against a 

background of fear and violence. This report finds inextricable evidence of the 

irrepressible existence and need for joy and beauty in the midst of extremely 

challenging and traumatic circumstances. The act of theatre, both staged and 

spontaneous, as described above, offers an outlet and fulfillment of this fundamental 

human need.

Conclusion

In drawing conclusions it will be useful to review a selection of Niall’s research aims 

for the performance, and compare the results to the original intentions. The three main 

aims are as follows:

1. In presenting a new queer performance (both inspired by existing queer texts 

and from personal histories) in a post-conflict context, is it possible to move debates 

around sexual (and social) identity politics forward in Northern Irish culture?

2. Can such a performance not only galvanise an existing queer Northern Irish 

community but, through cross-community presentation, work to highlight a focus on

7op. cit.,The Courtyard
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our common identity-construct constrictions and on the shared civil rights of all 

sections of society?

3. To what extent can such new queer performances mediate between the past and 

the present, between the different sections of Northern Irish society, and between 

Northern Ireland and the outside world? 78

Having extracted and evaluated the results it seems that the queer performance 

opened up a wide and varied debate around sexual identity politics in Northern Irish 

culture. With regard to research question 1, it may not have been sufficient in and of 

itself to move the debates forward; however it did stimulate debate and discussion 

successfully. With regard to research aim 2, while the performances generated serious 

debate and some personal revelations, disclosures and discoveries, it is difficult to say 

that these three performances alone was capable of ‘galvanising’ a queer Northern Irish 

community. Additional and substantive follow up cross community work and further 

initiatives would be necessary in order to seriously galvanise a community. However, 

the discussions blatantly highlighted common identity challenges and ideas of shared 

civil rights concerns. In relation to aim number 3, it is evident that the performances 

were very successful in mediating and introducing audience members to past events, 

moods and circumstances, and drawing attention to the challenges and evolution of the 

LGBT community in Northern Ireland. In order to impact relations between Northern 

Ireland and the ‘outside world’, the performance would necessarily have to be presented 

in a different country and further results and conclusions drawn following interviews 

and discussions evaluated and recorded from said audience members there. However, 

there were several audience members from outside Northern Ireland attendant at these

7Sop. cit., Rea research document
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performances and their contribution and experience is significant in the analysis of the 

results.

The themes identified in this report illustrate the ability of this queer 

performance to provoke discussion around identity, fear, courage and struggle, of a 

personal, political and societal nature.

‘It has brought a new understanding to how gay/straight/bi/protestant/catholic were 

never dealt with during the troubles.’

‘Prior to this I never really thought about the extra difficulties faced in Belfast at the 

time. Really thought provoking.’

‘It hasn’t really changed my perception.’

‘It was very interesting to see how sectarian NI identities were part of some gay 

people’s lives.’79

Some audience members, specifically those of a ‘post-conflict’ generation found the 

performance to be illuminating, while others did not. In terms of the specified research 

aims, this report finds the performance to have succeeded in drawing attention to and 

opening important debate around the areas of interest.

The emergent themes indicate the performance was a rich, stimulating, 

enlightening and provocative experience for the audience members. It is not possible 

to decipher without further investigation if the performance could ‘incite men to action 

as well as to thought’.80 However the analysis evidences a compelling and revealing 

debate which served to cross pollinate experiences of the troubles and sexual identities 

between generations, cultures and traditions both in Northern Ireland and further afield.
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