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News Shopper caught up with the Bright-
on-based playwright Gail Louw before her
latest play The Mitfords embarks on a UK
tour, and we were keen to learn how she
goes about choosing a topic on which to
write a play?

“It is varied”, explains Gail. “From an
experience you have yourself, a story you
might read or hear about, or simply get-
ting your imagination going and conceiving
characters, experiences, events, dilemmas.
Or you pick up a book and find all those
characters and experiences and events
just waiting for you. And this was the case
with this play.

“I was browsing Brighton Library’s bi-
ography section and came across a book
about theMitford sisters. I knewabout them
well enough and pounced on the idea.

“I tend to write about flawed characters;
they excite me more than black and white
heroes or villains. And all the sisters could
certainly be described as people whowere
far from perfect. However, that was what
made them so interesting.

“The more I read, the more I realised
there’s just so much of interest about these
women. Of all my plays, I don’t think I’ve
ever enjoyed the process of reading and
learning about it more than with The Mit-
fords; I’ve found it absolutely fascinating.”

The six Mitford sisters lived in the 20th
century. Diana was married to Oswald
Mosley and a lifelong fascist. Unity was a
great close friend of Hitler. Jessica was a
dyed-in-the-wool communist. Deborah be-
came Duchess of Devonshire. Nancy was
awell-loved novelist. Pamela kept chickens.
And much of their varied lives were syn-
chronous with major events that defined
that period.

With the topic of her next play chosen,
why did Gail decide the incredible tale of
these fascinating sisters would be best pre-
sented through the mechanism of a one-
woman play?

“So that I would be able to cover all of
the stories with their diversity and range of
extreme political and social opinion – the
sisters were all such big characters in their
own right.

“And also that it would be a theatrical
tour de force! It’s a challenge for one ac-
tress to play multiple characters who all
sound the same, with very little to distin-
guish them by accent, class or language
used – but equally, a one-woman play re-
wards you with much more freedom. The
sisters can interact or talk to themselves;
they can talk about their own lives and their
reactions to the others. You can play with
time and there aren’t any constraints.”

Naturally one of the major themes ex-
plored in The Mitfords is the political is-
sues of the 20th century and just how the
sisters developed such fiercely opposing
views when forming their personal ideas
about humanity, communism, fascism and
Nazism.

“Unity and Jessica shared a bedroom
and they divided that room into fascism
versus communism: on the one side was
the swastika and on the other side hung

the hammer and sickle flag. It was always
like that from a very young age, and yet
there was an intense connection between
the two sisters and a real love, in spite of
their opposing principles.”

As we might expect from a story about
The Mitfords, the play also explores what it
is like to be a sister, a daughter, a mother
and – perhaps most intriguingly – a wife.

“Their relationships are fascinating. All
of the sisters gave up things for a man: the

men in their lives were terribly important
and they all suffered – in their own distinc-
tive ways – for love.”

And what is it that Gail hopes that au-
diences take away from their evening with
The Mitfords?

“I am sure this play will particularly
appeal to many who are interested in a
unique, challenging and exciting approach
to telling the Mitford sisters’ story. I hope
audiences thoroughly enjoy the theatrically
of it all and that they find these sisters just
as fascinating and captivating I do.”

The Mitfords, Epsom Playhouse, Ash-
ley Avenue, Epsom, KT18 5AL, January
25, 7,30pm. Visit epsomplayhouse.co.uk
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