to think

As Rita and Shirley, Willy Russell’s two greatest
creations, return to the stage, the playwright
tells Jasper Rees why they ring so true

o one understands

escapism like Willy

Russell. Either side of

1980, he wrote two

plays about working:
class Liverpool women in flight
from a humdrum existence, In
one, 8 young hairdresser seelks
fulfilment tJlrnLl;I_m a literary
education with the Open
University. [n the other, a middle
aged housewile has an island-
hiliday romance.

As Nilms, Educading Rila and
Sfuirley Valentine earned Oscar
nominations for, respectively,
Julie Walters and Paulineg Collins,
As plays, they have barely been
off the: stage in productions all
ower the world, The Menicr
Chocolate Factory is shrewdly
reviving the pair of them in rep.

Wilh new actresses — Meera
Sval as Shirley and Laura dos
Sanlos as Rita — will they still
stand up? The omens are
certainly pood. In November,
Melanie Chisholm, formerly
known as Sporty Spice, joined the |
cast of Blood Brothers, the musical
with words and tunes by Russcll
which has been parkedi the
West End for 20 years, The
meowing lale ob-bfothers separatod
at birth reeticed hardened crities
1o frgatl pools of tears. No wonder
Betsell tells writers' groups to
forget film and sticl 1o theatre,

“Iwrote Rifie for £700 for 18
nights of performance in the
Warehouse - now the Donmar,”
he says, “1 wrote Shirey fo
£1,500 for a three-weel man at the
Everyman. | wrote Blood Brothers
for Merseyside Theatre Company
fesr £500 b play in schools in the
Liverpool area. T don'l sit down
vvery time to make money. But if
you oed il rghl, a play will always
miake more Tnoney [i"li-lrl i movie
will.” 2

Gotting it right is the: hard pard
Although he elaims not to write
aulobiographically, there's no
point in discounting the
virmanmnstances of Russell's eady
life as the fuel for his success. He
attrilsutes, for example, his ability
ter inhabit the minds of female
characters to o matriarchal
upbringing after the war.

“Men worked three shilts a day.

My pranny ran a mobile grocer's
on the estate, and often women
getting together don'l think that
thee ks are listening, You aren’t
necessarily through your ears, but
through your pores.”

He: hasel Turher exposure when
he: left school at 15 with onge
3 level in English and became a
lacies® hairdresser.

“I was a very bad hairdresser.
The trade | managed to.attrac
was becavse people could talk at

| o Thinking back now, | was

probably doing shampoos-and-
sels for some women at the first
stage of demenlin. 1 can think of
twi or three. They would come in
every weelk and lell me the same
story about their hushands or the:
distant pasl. Some of that must
have had a bearing on me later,
al least feeling confident 1o write
about women.”

Bussell, trimly bearded and
dapper, is a personable presence,
Just don’t stick hirg in a roomiful
of blakes, *I can’t do male
company, 11 all becomes about
the latest ear: ‘Did you really
come down the A I1s aboul
things. Pul a group of women in a
room and it"s aboul what's in
here,” He points to his heart.

T EEEEE—

How [ learnt [

| With Sharley, it was as if he was
the ventriloguist’s dummy from
the moment she opened her
muth.

“[wrote the line, *| like a glass
of wine when I'm doing the
cooking.' Then she turned
arovnd and said, *Don't L wall
And at that moment the play was
bom. And you knew inmediately
that's how she survived, When |
wiis writing her, [ became witty, |
remember when [ wrole, “He
kizsed me streteh marks’, and
then she suddenly said, *Arent
men full of s---7" And T fell off the
chair laughing, It wasn’ as if 1
bnew where [ was going when |
wrole that riff, | was just the

comicuit, ™
R hairdresser because il
meant he wouldn™ have to

research her job, He realised
only 10 years later that the
entire play might have heen
called “Educating Willy". At 21,
he had gone back to do his O
levils oul ul a sudden hunger to
aoquire an education. He joined
a class of 16 year-olds,

“Twas o Martian, They thoughi
I was a CIA plant. This was in the

ussell made Rita a

Willy Russell (above)
and the film versions
of ‘Educating Rita’,
with Julie Walters and
Michael Caine, and
'Shlrle-y 'Ualﬂ'rﬁm!".
which starred Pauline
Collins

Wi

Il you get it
right, a play
will always
make more
money thar
a movie

| 99

duys before ‘mature student” was
commuonglace as a term. 1 had
been playing for a long time
when I realised it's just glaringly
autobiographical. Had [ been
aware of it, that would have
prevented me from writing.”

He hecame a teacher, but
within a year was writing
professicnally full time, His first
big hit was a play about the
Beatles, Premiered al the
Liverpool Everyman in 1974, foim,
Pard, Geomge, Ringo and Berl was,
i effect, the hrst jukebox
musical. The play fed on Russell's
presence at the birth of Beatles,
whom he recluons he saw at thy
Cavern up to 80 times,

“The first night 1 stood there
anid saw the Beatles, being in a
stinling, sweaty club with the
smell of rotting fruit and perfume |
mixed together, seeing these four
geveers who didn't give a —-,
you knew that the world had
changed, that nothing could ever
be the same. The example was
there.”

Years later he worked on an
unmade script with Paol
MeCartmey. Al the ime, he never
came close o meeting them.
“The neavest T pot was |

rememberJohn opened his Coke
anl spilled it over me and 1
apologised.”

Of the Liverpool writers who
emerped in the Seventies, Russell
can be seen as a soft-centred
MeCartney to Alan Bleasdale's
more abrasive Lennon. Bul The
comparison with the suthor of

| Bogs frome the Blackstullis

overworked, he insists,
“Alan and | both say we are
immensely different writers from

| Liverpool, are fairdy tall men whe
| omee tanght and have beards,”

Where Bleasdale slipped across
tor television, Russell stuck to the
theatre. He doesn't feel he
helongs on film sets. He was
lucky enough to be there for the

| fnal scene of Ria when Walters's
| Rita, off tn America, was bidding

farewell to her whisky-sodden
tutor Frank.

“I remembrer [the director)
Lewis Gilbert saving to Michael

| Caine, *Grab Rita and give her a
| real full kiss." | said, 'No, no!l™ Ina

slory about unspoken romance,
disaster was averted.

The Willy Russoll seasom begins
previens af the Merier
Chealate Factory, Lovdon 551
(0200 PROT FE0), o Friday,
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