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Interview: Lucy Kirkwood on the
Inspiration for Her Riveting Play

‘The Children’

What prompted you to write The Children? Was there a catalyst or an inspiration for this
play?

I'd been trying to find a way to write about climate change for a very long time, struggling to find a form
or a story or dramatic situation through which to talk about that. Then an event similar to the one
depicted in the play happened in Fukushima in 2013. I found that to be a horrendous event, but when I
heard that there was a retired nuclear task force going back to help clear it up, I found that sort of lit a
little fire in my brain and that meant that the rest of the play came quite quickly after that.

The Children’s plot gradually unfurls, bit by bit and some have described the play as a
slow burn. Did you approach the telling and crafting of The Children in a particular way?
For example, was your writing process different for The Children than for some of your
other plays?

It’s the first play I've written that is sort of Aristotelian, that means in a sense unity of time and place. A
lot of my other work has a lot of time frames in them and [take place] in certain different locations. The
characters [in The Children] travel a long way in about an hour and fifty minutes and so it was very
important to me...I wanted them to do that realistically and at the speed that a human body moves, I
suppose. They all decide to make some very momentous decisions in the course of the play. But it’s very
important that you’re accurate and precise and that you take the time to watch people make those
decisions, and I think look at the things they’re wrestling with. That’s what drama is...Jlooking at human
beings under pressure trying to do things that they find difficult. I'm a massive admirer of Kenneth
Lonergan; he’s one of my favorite writers. His work is so much about people traveling a short distance
with enormous effort. I think that’s what we’re watching on stage in The Children as well.

How did you become a playwright? What do you deem necessary in the education and
development of a playwright?

I think you become a playwright by writing plays. And if you're lucky enough to have them performed
that’s...that’s the definition. I don’t personally believe there’s any other formal education necessary
beyond that. I think you guys have a very different culture. There are less kind of playwriting courses
over here although there are certainly more and more springing up. I think I'm of the school that you
can certainly teach them to be a better writer, but you can’t teach them to be a writer in the first place.



Is the theater a great platform for social activism? What are the challenges in writing a
play about an important social issue?

I think that any play that considers itself first and foremost social activism is probably going to be a
really dreadful play. (Laughs) So I think I'm interested in writing about how I perceive the wider world
around me and what we are being consumed with. What are we all spending our time and concerns
with, what are we troubled by and wrestling with so that means that by definition those are social
issues, aren’t they? Large social issues. But you have to be....some of my earlier work I look back on and
find it far too didactic and far too overtly political in that way. I'm much more interested in how the
stage is a metaphor. People are always asking me questions about nuclear power, private conversations
about nuclear power. This play has nothing to do with nuclear power whatsoever...it is a larger
metaphor for human intervention into the environment and what the consequences of that are and how
we’re grappling with those consequences and our responsibility to those things. To me the most
important element of any kind of theater is metaphor. So absolutely I think you can talk about large
issues but unless you employ your craft, to make your play something other than a pamphlet, then it’s
not going to be a particularly edifying theatrical experience.

I love that, pamphlet vs. play? That’s a wonderful comparison. You’ve worked as a
teaching artist, teaching playwriting in prisons. Has this experience had any impact on
your writing?

I'm hesitant to call myself a teaching artist. I really don’t feel qualified in that area. But you're
absolutely right; I have done some workshops in prisons. In a very short form way. I was resident
writer with Clean Break [a theater company that works with women in the criminal justice system in
and out of prison, doing both artistic and education work]. I have a long relationship with that
company, really believe in what they’re doing and enjoy supporting them. I'm influenced I guess in that
I wrote a play while I was there. Talking to women there, thinking about issues of women and the
criminalization of women...so that’s certainly a very direct way it’s influenced me. Beyond that I am
always interested in women in society and the ways in which economic and culture factors impact on
their lives. Prison gives a particular insight into that, a very sharp end into the way women are treated
throughout society. But I want to be clear; being a teaching artist is such an incredible profession, that
I'm wary of claiming those laurels...good teachers are some of the people I admire the most.

If you could invite a playwright or theater artist who has passed on over for dinner, who
would you invite and what would you talk about?

Oh gosh, that’s a good question. I'd be very interested to meet Ruth Gordon, an actress you're probably
familiar with...Harold and Maude. But she was also a playwright, she was a writer in a very exciting
part of the twentieth century. I suspect her life intersected with a lot of very interesting people. And
also she strikes me as being kind of blast! I read her autobiography recently and I thought, “That’s a
dame I’d like to hang out with!” So I'll invite Ruth Gordon, if that’s all right.



