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Introduction

A piece of advice: If you’re reading this text for the first time, you might want to save reading the Introduction until after you’ve finished the play. There are a few plot spoilers below, which the author wouldn’t want to taint your experience of the play as a whole.

Tally’s Blood was first performed at the Traverse Theatre, Edinburgh, in 1990. So much has changed since then. We’ve got mobile phones, social networks, Google, YouTube and a seemingly infinite number of apps. We have never had so much access to drama. We can watch an entire television series on demand or download two-minute dramas onto our mobiles.

So why are we still going to the theatre?

What does a theatre play give us that we can’t get elsewhere? I think the answer is uninterrupted drama. It is happening before our eyes and we can’t pause it to answer the phone. We can’t change channels. We can’t Tweet about it while it’s on. A theatre play demands our full attention.

A theatre play demands that we understand the characters and the world they inhabit. The world I chose for Tally’s Blood was that of Italian immigrants before, during and after the Second World War. The Italian immigrant experience is one I know well from my own background. I was born in Scotland to Italian parents and was brought up with an awareness of my Italian identity and with stories of what happened to Italians in Scotland during the war. I frequently resented my Italian upbringing and the ways in which it stopped me fitting in with my peers. I had very loving parents but I wasn’t allowed to go to dance halls or to coffee bars (where the cool kids hung out in my day). I wasn’t allowed out with boys until I was seventeen. We were told that being Italian meant a stronger sense of family.

All of this influenced the characters of Rosinella and Franco, as well as Lucia, Hughie and Bridget. Franco kicks against his Italian identity to such an extent that he signs up to the British army and subsequently gets killed. When Lucia grows up, Rosinella drums it into her that being Italian makes her special and she can’t be allowed to do what other girls her age are allowed to do. Rosinella is fond of Hughie but looks down on his family. When she realises that he and Lucia have feelings for each other she is horrified, and is mean and spiteful to and about Hughie.

I always think of Rosinella as the stereotypical warm Italian mamma – but without the children. Her inability to have a child is a deep-rooted pain which she carries. As a writer, I find it very useful to ask this question of my characters: What do they want? Very simply, Rosinella wants to be a mother.

For me, the theme of motherhood runs deeply through the play and really informs the character of Rosinella. Lucia gives Rosinella the chance to be a mother. But it’s worth asking whether she is a good mother. She is resentful of Bridget and Hughie’s mother and her eight children because she feels that it is her right, as an Italian, to be the mother of a large brood.

Another useful question I ask of my characters is: What is the worst thing that could happen to them? For Rosinella I thought at first it was losing Lucia. And this is what happens. Lucia is called back to Italy by her father and Rosinella is bereft, consumed by her own pain. But there is worse to come. She finds out that not only did Bridget abort Franco’s baby, but she did it because of what Rosinella told her and how she treated her. In short, Rosinella is made to feel responsible for the loss of Franco’s baby. This is the antithesis of motherhood and possibly Rosinella’s darkest moment. To me, this is worse for Rosinella than losing Lucia and is a very bitter blow.

But there is still one more body blow to come. For most of the play Massimo is a loving, hard-working husband. Rosinella has taken centre stage in this marriage and, though he finds her quite high maintenance, Massimo loves her. But when she is at her lowest ebb he finally confronts her with some harsh truths about herself, which are very hard for her to stomach.

There is a theme of prejudice running through the play. I felt then and still feel that racial prejudice does not stand alone. It is masking something else, like ignorance or fear or bitterness or envy or powerlessness or misplaced patriotism. And it’s evil. In the beginning Rosinella’s prejudice against the Scots, seen first of all in her banter with Franco, is mildly amusing. However, it makes her say and do some terrible things, the worst and most consequential of which is her dismissal of Bridget when she comes looking for news of Franco. When I was writing the play, I felt I was building to the moment when she is confronted with her own prejudice. In the big scene with Massimo he was going to accuse her directly of being prejudiced, but when I came to write it I realised there was no need for him to say it. The audience should have seen it for themselves by now. What he does accuse her of is total selfishness, of being so consumed with her own longing for children that she was indifferent to his. I think it is worth asking: What is Rosinella’s prejudice really? What is it masking?

Now what about Hughie? Wee Hughie? Only Hughie? His relationship with Lucia is central to the play and becomes crucial to Rosinella, as she comes to see him as a threat to her hold over Lucia. In many ways his relationship with Lucia mirrors Massimo’s with Rosinella, insofar as he gives in to her at every turn. A question I asked myself when I was writing it was: Why does he love her? Why would this good, decent little boy love a bossy little madam like Lucia? The scene in the ginger store just after Hughie’s dad dies was written to answer this question. She gives him something that no-one else does and which he desperately needs. She makes him cry for his dad. Everyone else is telling him not to cry, to be a big brave boy and nobody is letting him grieve. Even though Lucia admits that she can turn on the tears to get what she wants, when they go off crying together, arms around each other, it is my hope that, in the audience’s mind, these two belong together.

When I am struggling with a scene, or writing something and it isn’t working, I try to pull back and remind myself of this very simple truth about drama. Drama lies in what is going on between people at an emotional level. I drum this into my students. In Tally’s Blood, the themes are important, the setting is important and the war is important, but the drama lies in what is happening between the characters in the scenes. Rosinella telling Bridget that Italian boys play around with Scottish girls but marry Italians is not meant as a social commentary or comparison of cultures. It is deeply offensive and devastates Bridget. In this scene Rosinella is nasty, unfeeling and cruel. She is also hurting and frightened herself. It is what is going on emotionally between these two women that creates the drama. It is worth comparing the emotions of this scene with the final scene between Rosinella and Bridget, in which Bridget tells Rosinella about the abortion.

It might be of interest to note that in the very first production of the play, the director cut Massimo’s monologue about the Arandora Star. He felt the play was too long and also that, stylistically, it stuck out like a sore thumb. I take his point about the style, but I reinstated the speech later and for subsequent productions it has always been there. It does break from the style of the play, which is otherwise completely naturalistic, but it means so much to me personally that I want to keep it. I feel that this moment in the play lights a candle to the victims of the Arandora Star. It is strongly based on events which happened to my father when he was arrested and interned during the war. He pleaded to be allowed onto that ship because all his friends were going on it but he was forced back. The scene does give a lot of information but does not really move the story on. We really don’t have to know exactly what happened to Massimo. However, perhaps it helps to inform the character of Massimo, who has no bitterness about his experiences compared to Rosinella, for whom the war reinforces all her prejudices.

I am very gratified that you are studying Tally’s Blood. I hope it speaks to you, a whole new generation. For although the means of communication have changed since 1990, people have remained the same. We’re still trying to make sense of the world. We still want things we can’t have. We still try our best and make mistakes, infuriate, misunderstand, judge, mistreat, disappoint and, all too often, hurt each other. We love and laugh and hope and fear and dance and play and so much more. This is the stuff of life. This is what drama is about. I hope you find the stuff of life in Tally’s Blood.

Ann Marie Di Mambro

October 2013

Publisher’s Note: The image on the front of this book is from the original poster used to promote the Traverse Theatre’s production of Tally’s Blood in 1990. The main picture was taken in approximately 1944 and shows The Cosy Corner Café in Hamilton that belonged to the author’s grandparents. Her grandmother, Rosaria, and her uncle, Carmino Cocozza, are the two people on either side of the door, and the rest of the images are from the author’s private collection of photographs and letters.
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