Date:  06.10.2006

Production:  The Grapes of Wrath

Interviewees:  Lynn hunter (Ma Joad) Simon Nehan (Al Joad)


It was with no small amount of apprehension that I entered the Theatre Lobby on this cold, wet Friday afternoon – let’s face it I wanted to go home and no doubt, that after spending five minutes in my company my willing victims would probably wish to do so too.  My first faux pas was sitting in the theatre restaurant across from a lady who seemed to bear an uncanny resemblance to the photographs of (and, rather embarrassingly turned out to be) my first interviewee, Lynn Hunter.  At the time however, I judged it more profitable for myself and my glamorous assistant Chrissie to gawp at her in hideous bemusement rather than to go over and introduce ourselves.  Eventually, after no small amount of confusion we extricated ourselves and Lynn into a corner of the bistro so that we may begin to pry into the deepest voids of her thespian intellect…


For the uninitiated (shame on you for not seeing the play!) it is probably important to mention at this point The Grapes of Wrath (that’s “Roth” if you’re British) follows the journey of the Joads, a family living out the Great Depression in 1930s America.  When Tom, the eldest son finally gets out of prison he and his family go to California to seek out work, however they soon realise that the paradise they had envisaged is by no means a reality.  Lynn’s character, Ma Joad is the ultimate benevolent matriarch who steers her (somewhat dysfunctional) family through thick and thin.

JM:  Lynn, thank you for joining us today and congratulations on the success of the play.

LH:  Thank you.

JM:  I want to begin by emphasising to our readers that the Joad family really doesn’t have any luck – they go to California, some die on the way and when they get there its everything that they’d been trying to get away from so its probably unsurprising really that the family is crumbling at the end of the play.  At the centre of it however is your character Ma who seems to be trying to hold it all together so I wanted to ask where do you thing Ma finds the will to carry on – where does her inner strength come from?

LH:  I think it’s important to start by saying that Ma is a strong person but not overpowering – at the end of the day she has to be strong for her family not herself.  She doesn’t live in her own reality but in everyone else’s – if another character needs her she’ll be there for them and then that’s her reality.  When it gets tough she’s there and somehow gains even more strength.

JM:  Now, the play end on a bit of a cliff-hanger and we never actually find out what happens to the Joads in the end so did you as an actor have your own idea on what happened to them.  Was it a happy ending?

LH:  Well… I’d like to think that they had a happy ending but somehow I know that realistically it couldn’t have happened I mean, you can see that Pa’s already on the verge of a breakdown before the play ends and Ma has already assumed the role as head of the household.  Tom I think would have probably got himself killed daughter is just doomed from day one really isn’t she?  Then, Ma I think would have gone on as long as she could-her legacy at least if anything did happen to her would live on through her children.  If was any success though I thing it would be Al and Aggie and they might get married and settle down to have a family.  It’s a relentlessly depressing story really!”

JM:  Actually, even though I was expecting to be slitting my wrists all the way through the play, I was really surprised how, even though it’s a very sad story, the overall effect was quite … optimistic.  Do you think it was Dyfan Thomas’ music which helped you to achieve this?

LH:  Yes I suppose so.  We tried our best as actors to look for the elements of lightness in the story but the music did somehow add an extra dimension to the performance.  At times it can go quite a way as to explaining the characters internal emotions.  For example with Ma the music suggests strength, which reflects her desire to carry on with family’s journey.


After doing extensive research (yes really!) I discovered that Lynn and Simon Nehan (more from him later…) as well as many other members of the cast had worked on productions together before and I was interested to know if this had affected the family dynamic between the actors on stage.

LH:  Well I suppose I feel as good as married to Gwyn (Pa Joad) I’ve been married to him in the last three productions we’ve done together so it’s actually become a bit of a joke now!  I’ve known Gwyn and his partner for years and we get on well together and it’s the same with the whole cast.  You can come in the morning and there’s no awkwardness – you don’t need to work so much on building relationships because when you work together every day they really do begin to feel like your family.”

JM:  Finally, do you find that you usually play characters like Ma, then and if so, do you feel typecast?

LH:  I’m very lucky working up here actually.  I suppose I first started working with Tim (Baker) about 20 years ago in community theatre and because it was a small company I got to play a really wide variety of roles.  Generally in theatre I play comic roles but then again in television I normally play characters – I suppose-like Ma, but it does tend to depend on who you’re working for.  Sometimes you get typecast but other directors – like Tim are more adventurous.  If I had to pick and ideal role though for myself I’d quite fancy Madam Acarti in Blithe Spirit or Mother Courage in Brecht’s Mother Courage.”


After bidding a fond farewell to Lynn I turned around to be confronted by… could it be… Superman?  Sadly not girls, but I assure you that Simon Nehan with the t-shirt does just as well!  To my surprise, he opened his mouth to speak with a STRONG Welsh accent and Chrissie, for whom an Oklahoman drawl would have sufficed, inexplicably dropped her pen and adopted the mannerisms of a rather inebriated kitten for the rest of the interview.  I could see by now that, as I was the only woman in the room unaffected by his superpowers that I would have to wok alone.

JM:  My first query is unsurprisingly, the accent: how did a predominantly Welsh cast adopt convincing Southern American accents in a matter of weeks?

SN:  Well we had a fabulous vocal coach and we rehearsed with her for a few weeks until we had it perfected.

JM:  Now you play Al Joad who’s the youngest of Ma Joad’s sons – could you tell the readers a little about him?

SN:  Al’s really the brains behind the operation – her drives the car to California.  I kind of like to think of him as a private investigator too – he’s the one who follows his brother when he goes into hiding.  Al’s the character who wants to work for something better and so he makes the decision not carry on following the family at the end of the play and settles with his fiancé Aggie.

JM:  Do you think that was a hard decision for Al to make?

SN:  Yes, the Joads are a close family but on top of all that Al’s a very emotional character – he cries when his grandfather dies.  I think in the end Al had had enough of travelling and needed to break away from the family to start afresh.  To a certain extent I also think he might have been bored of Tom being the one who gets all the attention and so he feels the need to prove something to the family.

JM:  This is a general question:  as an actor you must have to rehearse the same lines day in day out so I was wondering do you feel that you’re reliving your character for the first time every time you go out on stage or do you ever find yourself becoming bored?

SN:  Sometimes it can get a bit boring, but – and I’m not just saying this – never with this one!  You’re sitting in a beautiful car what more could you want?  I suppose the audience is a big part of it too – if you’ve got a receptive audience then it really wakes you up and that’s half the battle won.

JM:  I asked the same question to Lynn: what type of character do you normally play and if you had one dream role what would it be?

SN:  Normally I suppose I’m the Buttons character – the nice guy who never gets the girl (Chrissie is in disbelief) so I’d quite fancy being someone really nasty – like Macbeth and then I’ve always loved musicals too so I’d really like to have a go at one of those too – hey, watch this space!

As we neared the end of the interview, I decided that for Chrissie’s future happiness (and general libidinous well-being) I should ask what Simons’s Next projects were.

SN:  You mean after ridding the world of Lex Luthers’s evil regime? (Okay, just kidding) I’m doing another play about the parallels between the Berlin wall during the Second World War and the current wall in the Gaza strip, which separates the Israelis from the Palestinians.  My character’s a Jewish German who’s friends with a Nazi but they end up having a feud over a girl…  See! No more Mister Nice Guy!


And there you have it:  The Grapes of Wrath…Roth – it gets confusing!  Now like any true performer I have some thank yous:  Firstly to Lynn Hunter and Simon Nehan who bravely sacrificed themselves in the name of amateur journalism.  Secondly to Chrissie Schirillo whose deft penmanship enabled me to remember all this (her right hand is still in one piece).  Thirdly thank you to Anne “Our Benevolent Dictator” Plenderleith who with the patience of a saint has waited too long for this write-up, and finally to yourself dear reader… c’mon it’s not bad for a first attempt?!

