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The official tour with Tony Roper previously toured every 5 years. With the most significant being the 2017 30th Anniversary tour and the last large scale official staging event of The 
Steamie at the Glasgow SEC Hydro in 2019. 

Set in a Glasgow washhouse on Hogmanay in the late 1950s, The Steamie is a modern Scottish classic, a warm, funny and deeply human play that celebrates friendship, working-
class resilience and the rituals of a bygone era. Written by Tony Roper, with songs by David Anderson, the play has become a beloved staple of Scottish theatre, secondary school 
reading lists, adored by audiences for its humour, heart, and sharp observational detail. 

The story follows four women, Dolly, Magrit, Doreen, and Mrs Culfeathers, as they gather for the final wash of the year in a Glasgow washhouse (“steamie”). Between scrubbing 
and steaming clothes, they share gossip, jokes, frustrations and dreams for the future. As midnight approaches, their conversations shift from the hilariously mundane to the deeply 
poignant, revealing fears of loneliness, change, and the erosion of community. The arrival of Andy, the steamie handyman, adds further comic chaos to the night as the drinks flow 
heading towards the bells of a new year to come. 

The production features a cast of five: 

• Dolly – A fast-talking, irrepressible optimist who loves a blether and can’t help oversharing. 

• Magrit – Sharp-tongued, practical, and weary. 

• Doreen – Young, bright, full of hope, dreams and ready for a new life beyond the tenements.  

• Mrs Culfeathers – An older woman with deep wisdom, loneliness, a distant family and a timeless dignity. 

• Andy – The affable but often more often than not tipsy maintenance man. 

The play is grounded in naturalism but rich with heightened moments of musicality and theatricality. Audiences laugh loudly, often cry quietly, and always leave talking. The Steamie 
balances raw sentiment with big laughs, and its depiction of community and class still resonates strongly in today’s world, proven in the last two iterations including on the big 
Hydro stage. With minimal set movement requirements and a tight, efficient runtime, only modest tech support while delivering a maximum emotional and entertainment return. Whether 
it’s a nostalgic favourite or a new discovery, it offers theatres a warm, crowd-pleasing classic that passes down to a new generation and audience.

The Steamie is one of Scotland’s most cherished theatrical treasures, a heart-warming, laugh-out-loud play that captures the humour, resilience and quiet heroism of working-class 
women. As relevant today as it was when it originally staged in 1987. 



★★★★ Far from mince 
The world it portrays has vanished, but Roper's slightly rose-tinted view of a community 
whose solidarity has long since disappeared into labour-saving appliances, social atomisation 
and zero-hours contracts is an enduringly popular one. - All Edinburgh Theatre★★★★ The secret of the play's success, of 

course, lies in its hard-hitting, intensely theatrical 
conversational rhythm, which leads us with well 
concelead sharpness from teh naturalistic surface 
of a sessioin in a Glasgow steamie on Hogmanay 
1950, straight into the heart of the human 
experience of social change. - The Scotsman

★★★★ Hilarious and poignant - The Stage

★★★★★ The play brilliantly recreates the atmosphere 
of post-War Scotland and the impending societal 
changes. The Steamie is a window into 1950s Glasgow 
that is both nostalgic and poignant and even for 
returning audience members, it doesn’t seem to have 
lost any of its magic. In fact, the strength of this 
production assures us that the show will undoubtedly be 
around for another thirty years. Probably even longer.- 
The Wee Review

★★★★★ What a joy this was! A wonderful show - 
The Reviews Hub

★★★★★ It's this cultural significance that allows the play to be so warmly welcomed when it returns to the theatre, and last 
night's red carpet gala performance at the King's proved this. Tony Roper thanked the audience at the end of the performance 
but really it should be us who shows our appreciation for him. He has written a love note to Scottish culture, something we can 
all be proud of. He celebrates what makes the people of Glasgow great from our natural comedy to a language only we can 
understand.- The Glasgow Times

★★★★ One moment their conversation spirals into the fantastical, the next it hits 
bittersweet home truths. The show's enduring appeal is less to do with its nostalgia for times 
past- which is, after all, tempered by Roper's frank assessment of the drudgery women had to 
put up with - than with the way it lets us eavesdrop on the women's banter - The Herald

Previous Tour 2017



★★★★ A glorious new staging of the cult washhouse 
comedy - The Telegraph

SEC Hydro 2019
★★★★★ It's a rate thing, a play so magical that it wraps its arms around you like a great big hug. A play so universally 
loved, it is almost unparalleled in Scottish theatre, such is the power of Tony Roper's classic. 
- The Reviews Hub

★★★★ Triumphant return of the scots comedy classic  
- The Stage

★★★★ Like an Oscar Maarzaroli postcard, 
Tony Roper's much loved play taps into the 
heart and soul of Glasgow's long demolished 
pas like few other works of art. Forget nostalgia, 
here is a play that sings with every word about 
the irreplaceable value of community, and 
twhich celebrates the value of localism in every 
way. in short, the stemie is everything that 
Hogmanay should be, not just in Glasgow, but 
the world over. - The Guardian

★★★★ What we could hardly have imagined, 
though, was how the technology of stadium live 
performance would soar away, in the 21st 
century, to creat the possibility of live theatre on 
such a massive scale, and after three hugely 
successful Still Game shows at the Hydro, its 
perhaps not surprising that TOny roper's hugely 
popular drama, with superb sons by Dave 
Anderson, was next in line for the full Hydro 
treatment - The Scotsman

“Directed by Tony Roper with support from associate Director Ryan Dewar…this is a Steamie 
that truly brings the 1950’s Glasgow to life on an epic scale … with massive video projection 
show (designed by Dewar).”

The Stage ★★★★ The Telegraph ★★★★ The Scotsman ★★★★ The Reviews Hub ★★★★★ Theatre weekly ★★★★★ The Herald ★★★★



The Playwright



About the playwright

(Alan Donaldson) Sunday Post

His friend Billy Connolly wrote the foreword to his autobiography. Billy Connolly recalls first encountering Tony Roper’s quick wit, 
describing how he was “awestricken by his mastery of the one-liners, which he was delivering with the accuracy of an 
Amazonian hunter with a blowpipe.” Over the years the two became close, and Connolly now counts Tony as “one of my 
dearest friends and, probably unknown to him, I consider myself to be one of his biggest fans.”  

He reflects that they are “both cut from the same cloth of immigrant Irish working-class people,” and praises Roper’s 
achievements as a writer and performer who “A man who left school, like me, with no proof he had ever been there; has 
written several plays and musicals; has acted in classical, modern and comedy productions; and has appeared and 
starred in some of the most successful radio and television comedies produced in Scotland and lauded throughout the 
UK.- Not bad for an Anderston boy with a dream”* 

* Excerpt from the Foreword by Billy Connolly in I’ll No Tell You Again: My Autobiography by Tony Roper. Copyright © 2014 Tony Roper and Billy Connolly. Published by Black & White Publishing Ltd. all rights reserved Tony Roper & Gregor Fisher IMDB Rab C. Nesbitt 1994

Tony Roper (born 1941) grew up in the Anderston district of Glasgow. Before turning to acting and comedy, he worked as a 
labourer and in the shipyards. Reflecting later on his career, he remembered a symbolic moment: “On the 19th of September 
1995, when I had become a fairly established actor,  they began building this place [SEC] and they invited me down to put the 
first spade into what is now the SEC.” 

Tony found fame as a comic actor in TV’s Scotch and Wry before starring in Rab C Nesbitt and becoming an award-winning 
playwright with The Steamie. 

As both writer and performer, Roper has left a lasting mark on Scottish culture. He co-wrote and starred with Philip Differ in 
Ricky and Me, a play about the life of comedian and friend Ricky Fulton. He later wrote and directed The Celts in Seville for 
Celtic FC, and he is widely recognised for his long-running role as Jamesie Cotter in the television series Rab C Nesbitt. 
In 2009, the University of Abertay, Dundee, awarded him an honorary Doctorate of Literature in recognition of his contribution to 
the arts. 

Roper created The Steamie after noticing that many small-scale theatre audiences consisted largely of older women. 
Remembering his mother’s stories of the steamie, he decided to write a play that would reflect their lives and experiences. 
Although some commentators have called the play feminist, Roper insists this was not his intention: “It was easy. I just wrote 
about women that I knew.” Rather than plotting the story in advance, he let the characters’ conversations and humour shape 
the action. His use of Glaswegian Scots gave the dialogue authenticity and helped the play resonate with audiences.

Sources Ryan Dewar from 2019 Hydro Production filming & Glasgow Live By Laura FergusonAssistant Content Editor





Tony Roper’s Character inspirations  

The Steamie premiered at Glasgow’s Mayfest in 1987, staged by Wildcat Theatre Company with songs by David Anderson. It quickly became popular, and a television adaptation 
broadcast on Hogmanay 1988 introduced the play to a wider audience. Since then, it has been revived regularly and has become one of the most successful and enduring pieces of 
Scottish theatre. 

Mrs Culfeathers was inspired by an elderly neighbour in his tenement building: “She and her husband had no children but they were a lovely, lovely couple. Later on, her 
husband died and a part of her kind of lost touch with reality, so she became ill at ease with the modern life even as it was then in the 50s. She used to stop and ask me if I 
would phone for her (her sister) because she had a phone but she couldn’t dial any of the numbers. Mrs Culfeathers represents that older person, it happens in every 
generation, where technology just goes past them.” 

Doreen was based on “lassies I used to go out with, nothing else to it. Doreen is very strong but her strength lies in ‘that’s the way I want my life to go.’ She wants to settle 
down and marry and have children.”  

Magrit the feistiest of the women, was heavily based on his sister-in-law “You did not mess with her in any way. She was to be feart, and everybody knew you didn’t get on the 
wrong side of her. She had a heart of gold and wouldn’t wilfully do any wrong against you, but don’t get on the wrong side of her. I described her as like a lioness with her 
cubs. No one else mattered.” 

Dolly perhaps the warmest and most talkative of the four, was inspired by Roper’s mother and various aunties: “More my mother than anyone. She would talk to anybody, she 
didn’t like silence. Standing at a bus stop, she would talk to who was next to her. She loved dancing when she was younger, and older. I always used to say if there were 
more politicians like Dolly we’d have had a far, far better world. If you were taking advantage of her she could spot it. Don’t mistake niceness with weakness. But that’s Dolly, 
she would rather have a good time than not have a good time, which is a very, very good philosophy.” 

For Roper, the key to The Steamie’s enduring appeal lies in the characters and the way audiences continue to recognise themselves and their families in them: “I don’t think the 
characters have changed at all. Even though women are now much more prominent in jobs, it’s the jobs that’s changed, not the women. The characters resonate. They must 
be recognisable to people who go along. People still identify with those characters.” 

He also emphasises comedy as the play’s heartbeat: “Comedy is different to any other form of drama because you know you’ve got it right when they laugh. If you don’t hit 
them right, you know instantly.” For him, The Steamie was never meant to be solemn social realism: “It’s not a lifelike, accurate drama. It’s a show to make people laugh, so 
you’ve got to always remember that. We’re not doing Shakespeare here – it’s just a play about people.” 

Despite the decades Roper remains humble about the impact of his work: “A lot of people have stopped me and said thank you because their granny, or mother, or great-granny 
watched it. It’s a nice thing and I’ve never suffered from it for one moment. I’ve been really lucky and I sometimes think that it hasn’t happened to me. I always thought these 
things happened to somebody else.”

Sources Ryan Dewar from 2019 Hydro Production filming & Glasgow Live By Laura FergusonAssistant Content Editor



Libby McArthur, Mary McCusker, Carmen Pieraccini and Fiona Wood. 
Pic: Douglas Robertson 2017 Tour



Background & Early Life 
•	Tony Roper grew up in the Anderston district of Glasgow and worked in shipyards before becoming an actor and writer. 

  How might his working-class background have shaped the way he wrote The Steamie? 

	 •	 Why do you think Roper chose to focus on “ordinary” women in a steamie rather than more glamorous or dramatic settings? 

	 •	 How does his use of Glaswegian Scots reflect both his upbringing and his desire for authenticity in the play? 

Discussion points







 
The story is set on Hogmanay (New Year’s Eve) in 1950s Glasgow, inside a public washhouse (the “steamie”), where women would gather to do their weekly laundry. Over the course of one 
evening, four women, Dolly, Magrit, Doreen, and the elderly Mrs Culfeathers, share gossip, laughter, frustrations, and dreams while tackling the relentless work of scrubbing and boiling 
clothes. They are occasionally joined by Andy, the good-natured but unreliable (often drunk) maintenance man. 
 
Doreen – a newlywed who is aspirational and fashion‑conscious.  She dreams of moving to a modern house in the new suburbs with a bath, fridge, washing machine and television. 
Her optimism is tempered by dramatic irony: the audience knows that life in places such as Drumchapel will be less idyllic than she imagines. 
 
Magrit – a harried mother, married to the alcoholic Peter McGuire with two children.  She is cynical yet hardworking and shows little patience with others.  Beneath her sharp exterior is 
compassion and a desire for a better life. 
 
Dolly – a middle‑aged woman with a grown‑up family.  She is naïve, talkative, sociable and easily fooled.  Dolly often acts as the comic foil, launching into tales and songs, but she is good 
hearted and provides much of the play’s humour. 
 
Mrs Culfeathers (Molly) – an elderly widow married to the ailing Harry.  She has two sons and three grandchildren she rarely sees.  To make ends meet she takes in washing for others.  
She is lonely, poor and the subject of pathos in the play yet maintains dignity and warmth. 
 
Andy - the caretaker of the washhouse.  He represents the male authority figure but is portrayed as unreliable.  He promises the women improvements he cannot deliver, scolds them for 
drinking while sneaking alcohol himself and ultimately symbolises the drunken incompetence of the men off‑stage whom the women nevertheless love and care for. 
 
There is little in conventional plot; the play is essentially a conversation punctuated by songs.  The women gossip about neighbours, joke about their husbands, complain about the hard work 
of household chores and dream about modern conveniences.  The writer, Tony Roper, himself has remarked that there is “no plot whatsoever” – instead the dialogue builds a picture of four 
generations of women coping with poverty, isolation and change through humour, friendship and resilience.  The Hogmanay setting provides a sense of anticipation, allowing characters to 
reflect on the past year and imagine a better future. 

Name Stage of life / role Description

Doreen !"#$%&$'()*('+ Aspirational and fashion‑conscious; dreams of a modern house and domestic appliances, but her optimism is undercut by dramatic irony.

Magrit ,-../'+&0"12'. Married to alcoholic Peter McGuire; cynical, hardworking and impatient yet compassionate beneath her sharp exterior.

Dolly 3/++)'‑-%'+ Naïve, talkative and sociable; acts as a comic foil, easily fooled yet warm‑hearted with grown‑up family.

Mrs Culfeathers 5)+'.)*&(/+"( Lonely and dignified; takes in washing to survive; a subject of pathos but retains wisdom and warmth.

Andy 6-.'1-7'.&8"$)*&0-)'9 Represents unreliable male authority; scolds women yet sneaks alcohol; symbolises the absent men off‑stage.

Synopsis



Through their eyes 
Doreen – very much looking to the future. She dreams of getting married, having children, and 
moving into a modern house with all the conveniences like a washing machine and a television. Her 
outlook is hopeful and forward-facing. 

Mrs Culfeathers – lives in the past. Her stories are about what used to be, her memories of work 
and loss, and her sense of being left behind. She represents the generational gap where modern life 
has passed some people by. 

Magrit – grounded in the present. She is a no-nonsense mother, pragmatic, focused on the day-to-
day struggles of family, housework, and survival. Her strength is in “getting on with it.” 

Dolly – represents the joy of the moment. She gossips, jokes, and tells stories, using humour to 
paper over hardship. Dolly embodies the philosophy of living in the present, acting as glue for the 
group. 

Andy – a counterpoint. Not just a comic foil. He’s not tied to memory, practicality, or dreams of the 
future. Andy could be said to represent working-class men of the 1950s who were struggling with 
alcohol, unstable work, and a loss of control in families where women often managed the 
household.









Louise McCarthy, Fiona Wood, Mary McCusker, Gayle Telfer Stevens 
Pic: Christopher Bowen 2019 Hydro





The Washhouse and baths (“The Steamie”)

Most tenements in Glasgow had no bathrooms, hot water, or indoor toilets. Families relied on shared outside “cludgies” and often 
washed themselves in tin baths in front of the fire. To improve public health, Glasgow Corporation built Public Baths and 
Washhouses, of which the “steamie” was a vital part. 

The washhouse was essentially a public laundry facility, usually attached to the public baths. Run by the council, it provided clean 
water, huge boilers, tubs, drying rooms, and mangles. Women would book a session, pay a few pence, and receive a ticket with a 
stall number. Each stall contained a tub or sink and space to scrub clothes, and the whole room was often filled with clouds of steam 
from the central boilers. Clothes were washed, boiled, wrung out through heavy rollers, and either dried in large drying cupboards or 
carried home damp to be hung on pulley racks above the fire. 

In the same buildings, families could also make use of the public baths. These included both swimming pools and individual cubicles 
where people without bathrooms at home could wash. Many working-class families would go once a week for a proper bath, paying a 
small charge and sometimes renting towels and soap. 

By the 1950s and 1960s, however, new housing schemes included private bathrooms and space for washing machines. Domestic 
appliances such as the Hoover, Hotpoint and Twin Tub gradually replaced the communal steamie. Washing moved from a lively, 
communal event to a more private household chore. This shift mirrored broader social changes, as families left the old tenements for 
new estates or overspill towns, traditional communities broke apart, and women’s working lives became more isolated within 
suburban homes. 

Today, most of the old public baths and washhouses have closed, though a handful survive as listed heritage buildings — Govanhill 
Baths in Glasgow, for example, now functions as a community arts venue.



getty images all rights reserved Humphrey Spender (1910 - 2005) English | The Burrell Collection.jpg.avif

Glasgow City ArchiveThe introduction of washing machines meant the demise of the traditional steamie space in Scotland. (DC Thomson)

A traditional Scottish steamie. Women would often use prams to transport laundry to and from the wash houses – pictured.  (DC Thomson)



Anita Vettesse, Fiona Wood, Kay Gallie and Jane McCarry 
2012 Tour
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Full cast at the SSE Hydro 
Pic: Christopher Bowen 2019 Hydro



Hogmanay traditions

In the 1950s, Christmas in Scotland was not the big celebration it is today. In fact, Christmas Day was not even a public holiday until 
1958. For many families, it was a working day like any other, with perhaps a simple meal or a small gift if money allowed. This was very 
different from England, where Christmas had long been the main winter holiday. 

Instead, Hogmanay (New Year’s Eve) was the most important festival in Scotland. Traditions around Hogmanay were deeply rooted in 
Scottish culture and carried a sense of both superstition and celebration. Families would thoroughly clean the house to welcome in the 
New Year with a “clean slate.” Special food and drink were prepared, and the custom of first footing meant that the first visitor after 
midnight brought symbolic gifts, coal (for warmth), bread (for food), salt (for health), and whisky (for good cheer), to ensure prosperity in 
the coming year. 

The stroke of midnight was marked with fireworks, singing Auld Lang Syne, and visiting neighbours. These celebrations often carried on 
into the early hours, with families and friends sharing food, drink, and laughter. For working-class communities, Hogmanay was not only 
a holiday but also a chance to reaffirm ties of friendship, kinship, and resilience after another hard year. 

Tony Roper sets The Steamie on Hogmanay to capture this unique atmosphere. The steamie becomes a space where anticipation and 
reflection merge: the women gossip, laugh, and dream of modern conveniences, while also confronting personal struggles. The 
Hogmanay setting underscores the play’s themes of endings and beginnings looking back on the past year while imagining a better 
future. 

The poignancy of the setting is clearest in Mrs Culfeathers’ loneliness. While most people look forward to celebrating with family or 
neighbours, she spends Hogmanay still working in the steamie. Her situation highlights both the isolation faced by older people and the 
way traditions like Hogmanay could be bittersweet, mixing joy with sorrow. 



Auld Lang Syne 
(Robert Burns)

Should old acquaintance be forgot, 
and never brought to mind? 
Should old acquaintance be forgot, 
and auld lang syne? 
 
For auld lang syne, my dear, 
for auld lang syne, 
we'll take a cup of kindness yet, 
for auld lang syne. 
 
And surely you'll buy your pint cup! 
and surely I'll buy mine! 
And we'll take a cup o' kindness yet, 
for auld lang syne. 
 
Chorus 
 
We two have run about the hills, 
and picked the daisies fine; 
But we've wandered many a weary foot, 
since auld lang syne. 
 
Chorus 
 
We two have paddled in the stream, 
from morning sun till dine; 
But seas between us broad have roared 
since auld lang syne. 
 
Chorus 
 
And there's a hand my trusty friend! 
And give me a hand o' thine! 
And we'll take a right good-will draught, 
for auld lang syne. 

Chorus

Shid ald akwentans bee firgot, 
an nivir brocht[d] ti mynd? 
Shid ald akwentans bee firgot, 
an ald lang syn*? 
 
Fir ald lang syn, ma jo, 
fir ald lang syn, 
wil tak a cup o kyndnes yet, 
fir ald lang syn. 
 
An sheerly yil bee yur pynt-staup! 
an sheerly al bee myn! 
An will tak a cup o kyndnes yet, 
fir ald lang syn. 
 
Chorus 
 
We twa hay rin aboot the braes, 
an pood the gowans fyn; 
Bit weev wandert monae a weery fet, 
sin ald lang syn. 
 
Chorus 
 
We twa hay pedilt in the burn, 
fray mornin sun til dyn; 
But seas between us bred hay roard 
sin ald lang syn. 
 
Chorus 
 
An thers a han, my trustee feer! 
an gees a han o thyn! 
And we'll tak a richt[d] gude-willie-waucht,[d] 
fir ald lang syn. 
 
Chorus

Standardised English Scots Pronunciation 

Auld Lang Syne became even more 
famous worldwide thanks to Scottish 
immigrants, who took the tradition with 
them to North America, Australia, and 
beyond. It was popularised further by 
dance bands and radio broadcasts, so it 
became the “global soundtrack” to New 
Year’s Eve. The song symbolises 
friendship, memory, and the passing of 
time. Its title translates as “old long since” 
or “for the sake of old times.” Singing it at 
New Year is a way of recognising the year 
gone by, honouring old friends and loved 
ones, and expressing hope that those 
bonds will continue into the future. 



Discussion points

Relevance 
	 •	 The characters reflect on their past and imagine a better future.  

  How do we see similar reflections in our own lives today at New Year (hogmanay)? 

	 •	How does the Hogmanay (New Year’s Eve) timing shape the mood of the story? 

	 •	 What aspects of life in The Steamie feel different from life now, and what feels surprisingly familiar? 

	 •	 Why do you think The Steamie has remained popular with Scottish audiences for so many years? 

	 •	 Why does Auld Lang Syne have a universal appeal? 







Music, dance and American influence
Dance halls were hugely popular in Glasgow.  In 1937 there were 256 halls offering big band music, swing and later rock ’n’ roll.  Young 
people went “doon the dancing” to find a *lumber* (partner), drink cod liver oil and orange juice instead of alcohol and enjoy new 
dances like the jitterbug.  During and after the war, American GIs introduced swing and jazz, influencing local music and dance.  Later, 
shows such as The White Heather Club (1958–68) broadcast Scottish country dancing and traditional music on television, starring 
performers like Andy Stewart, Jimmy Shand, Kenneth McKellar and Moira Anderson.  These programmes toured live and reinforced 
ideas of national identity.  Students may compare these cultural influences with the songs in the play and the women’s references to 
entertainment. Dave Anderson (songwriter of the Steamie) suggests, the play sits exactly in 1955. Just before Rock and Roll arrives in 
the UK in a big way. 

Tony Curtis (1925–2010) 

Handsome, stylish and often cast as 
a heart-throb in the 1950s, Known 
for his matinee-idol looks and films 
such as Some Like It Hot (1959). 

Women admired him for his charm 
and glamour — he represented the 

“new” young male star. Father of 
actress Jamie Lee Curtis.

Rudolph Valentino (1895–1926) 

Silent-film icon, remembered as the 
ultimate romantic idol. His roles in 
films like The Sheik (1921) made 
him a symbol of exotic passion. 

Even decades after his early death, 
he was still spoken of as the “Great 

Lover.”

Rory Calhoun (1922–1999) 

A Hollywood leading man in the 
1950s, often appearing in Westerns 
and adventure films. Known for his 
rugged good looks and charm, he 

represented the wholesome, 
outdoorsy hero.

Ron Randell (1918–2005) 

An Australian-born actor who made 
his name in both film and television. 
In the 1940s–50s he appeared in a 

range of Hollywood pictures, often in 
suave, supporting roles. While less 
remembered today, he had enough 

profile at the time to be a name 
dropped in plays like The Steamie.

James Cagney (1899–1986) 

Legendary for his gangster roles in 
films like The Public Enemy (1931), 

but also a talented dancer and 
singer (Yankee Doodle Dandy, 

1942). Known for his fiery energy 
and quick fists — admired as tough 

yet charismatic.

George Raft (1901–1980) 

A Hollywood actor who played 
gangsters in the 1930s and 40s. 
Also a skilled dancer, which gave 
him extra appeal with women. His 
mix of danger and elegance made 
him one of the “bad boys” admired 

in the steamie gossip.



Getty Images In the Saracen's Head, Gallowgate, Glasgow, 1953. (Photo by Haywood Magee/Picture Post/Getty Images John Brown’s Shipyards 1951 | Getty Images

Glasgow Gorbals 
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The other influences of the period

Andy Stewart Audrey Hepburn Fred Astaire & Ginger Rogers Elvis Presley Frank Sinatra James Dean

Jimmy Shand John Wayne Little Richard Marilyn Monroe Rikki Fulton Stanley Baxter



Glasgow Trams and Changing City Life
Glasgow once operated one of the largest tram networks in Europe. By 1922 it ran over 1,000 municipally owned cars on more than 
100 miles of track. For decades the trams clattered through the city, passing rows of tenements and linking working-class 
neighbourhoods with the shipyards, factories, and city centre. Travelling on the trams reflected social habits of the time: women and 
children tended to ride downstairs, while men often smoked upstairs. 

The tramway closed in 1962, as buses and private cars became more common. This change marked more than just the end of a 
transport system. It symbolised the shift from tightly knit tenement districts to more dispersed suburban living. 

For students, this raises important questions about community and identity. How did changes in transport and housing affect people’s 
sense of belonging? Did the promise of modern living outweigh the loss of close-knit tenement life? And how do today’s urban 
policies – regeneration projects, gentrification, or high-rise housing – compare with the social impact of Glasgow’s post-war 
clearances?







Discussion points

Culture 
	 	 •	 What music, films, or celebrities do you think would have shaped young people’s dreams? 

	 	 •	 Why do you think Dave Anderson thinks its important the play sits in almost exactly1955? 

   	 •	 How might American culture (movies, music) have clashed with Scottish tradition & changed it? 

	    •	Why do you think people still flocked to cinemas every week even when TV arrived? 

   	 •	 Do we still have “shared culture” today, or is it more individual? 

   	 •	 Discuss the change in transport and why that might be important to how people interacted.





Old Glasgow



1953 (Photo by Haywood Magee/Picture Post/Hulton Archive/Getty Images) Union Street. 1955. (Photo by Haywood Magee/Picture Post/Hulton Archive/Getty Images) Argyle street 

1953. (Photo by Haywood Magee/Picture Post/Hulton Archive/Getty Images)
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Historical and cultural context – 1950s Scotland
The 1950s were a time of big change in Scotland, especially in Glasgow. The Second World War had ended only a few years earlier, 
and the effects were still being felt. Rationing of food and clothes continued into the early part of the decade, and many working-class 
families lived in cramped tenement flats with shared toilets and no bathrooms. Washing was done at the local steamie (public 
washhouse), which became not only a practical necessity but also a social hub for women. 

Work for most men came from heavy industry, shipbuilding, engineering, steel and coal, which dominated the Clyde and central belt. 
Wages were often low, and housewives had to be resourceful, stretching every penny. Women carried much of the burden of keeping 
families afloat, cooking, cleaning, doing laundry, and raising children in difficult conditions. 

Entertainment and escape came through the wireless (radio), dance halls, cinemas, and the arrival of new American music such as 
Elvis Presley and Bill Haley. At the same time, Scotland still cherished traditional culture, with ceilidhs, Hogmanay celebrations, and 
performers like Jimmy Shand. Families often gathered around the radio for programmes such as Housewives’ Choice, while teenagers 
were beginning to dream of a more modern lifestyle, with televisions, washing machines, and fridges. 

Religion and community were strong influences, and extended families usually lived close by. Neighbours knew one another well, and 
the close bonds of working-class districts shaped identity and support networks. 

After the war, overcrowded slums were cleared. Families were moved to new estates and overspill towns such as Castlemilk, 
Drumchapel, Easterhouse, Pollok, East Kilbride, and Cumbernauld. These developments promised gardens and bathrooms but often 
severed ties with extended family and long-standing communities. This directly reflects the dreams Doreen has in the play.
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Social and political issues 

Scottish identity and nationalism 
Doreen mocks the “ya-ya” accent of English film stars, showing how Scotland defined itself in contrast to English culture. The pride 
in local voices and working-class humour becomes a quiet statement of national identity but more so class systems. 

Money and poverty 
Money is a recurring theme, the women talk about the high cost of televisions, the price of coal, and the challenge of running a 
household on tight budgets. The play illustrates the imbalance of wealth: Mrs Culfeathers, frail and elderly, must continue to work 
long hours washing clothes for others because her family cannot afford to support her. 

Housing and social change 
References to new housing schemes and towns symbolise progress, promising bathrooms, gardens, and more space. Yet they 
also highlight the cost of change, families uprooted from their close-knit tenement communities lost vital social networks, like the 
companionship of the steamie itself. 

Alcohol and hypocrisy 
Andy mentions drink frequently, and while he criticises the women for gossiping and having a dram, he is the one who becomes 
drunk. This irony underlines the hypocrisy of male authority figures and contrasts with the resilience of the women, who keep 
families and communities afloat despite hardship. 

Gender and labour 
The play shines a light on the hidden labour of working-class women: endless washing, cleaning, and caring for others. By 
presenting this work alongside laughter and song, Roper both honours women’s contribution and highlights the inequality they 
faced.









Characters & Relationships 
	 •	What do the women’s conversations tell us about their personalities and their lives? 

	 •	How do their friendships and banter help them cope with challenges? 

	 •	Why do you think Tony Roper chose four women (and one man, Andy) to tell this story? 

Discussion points



Mary McCusker and Fiona Wood at the SSE Hydro 
Pic: Christopher Bowen 2019 Hydro















Budget Breakdown

Theatre Terms



Term Meaning
Act T&+/A/;/"$&"B&-&<)-*G&0-+'&#<&"B&;:'$';I

Ad-lib _$;:./<1'+&)/$';&".&-:ti"$;&-++'+&H*&-$&-:1".I
Apron W2'&-.'-&"B&12'&;1-%'&12-1&'>1'$+;&/$&B."$1&"B&12'&<.";:'$/#0&-.:2I

Backcloth T&<-/$1'+&:)"12&2#$%&-1&12'&H-:7&"B&12'&;1-%'&1"&B".0&;:'$'.*I

Backstage W2'&-.'-&H'2/$+&12'&;1-%'&$"1&A/;/H)'&1"&12'&-#+/'$:'I

Balcony _<<'.&;'-ti$%&-.'-&/$&-&12'-1.'I
Barn Doors T+R#;1-H)'&fl-<;&"$&-&;1-%'&)/%21&#;'+&1"&;2-<'&12'&H'-0I

Blackout W2'&;#++'$&'>ti$%#/;2/$%&"B&-))&;1-%'&)/%21;I
Blocking a)-$$'+&0"A'0'$1&"B&-:1".;&"$&;1-%'I

Box Office W2'&<)-:'&(2'.'&ti:7'1;&-.'&;")+I
Call T&$"tifi:-ti"$&1"&:-;1&-$+&:.'(&"B&ti0';&12'*&-.'&.'L#/.'+&-1&12'&12'-1.'I

Centre Stage W2'&:'$1.-)&<"/$1&"B&12'&;1-%'I
Cloth T&</':'&"B&B-H./:&#;'+&-;&<-.1&"B&12'&;'1&".&H-:7+."<I

Comedy of Manners T&<)-*&12-1&;-ti./;';&;":/-)&:)-;;&".&H'2-A/"#.I
Corpse P2'$&-$&-:1".&H.'-7;&:2-.-:1'.&H*&)-#%2/$%&"$&;1-%'I

Cue T&;/%$-)&B".&-$&-:1".&".&1':2$/:/-$&1"&<'.B".0&-$&-:ti"$I
Curtain Call W2'&-<<'-.-$:'&"B&-:1".;&"$&;1-%'&-ft'.&-&<'.B".0-$:'&1"&H"(&1"&

-<<)-#;'I
Cyclorama (Cyc) T&)-.%'&(2/1'&:)"12&;1.'1:2'+&-1&12'&H-:7&"B&12'&;1-%'&#;'+&B".&)/%2ti$%&

'ff':1;I
Designer W2'&<'.;"$&.';<"$;/H)'&B".&;'1G&:";1#0'G&".&)/%2ti$%&+';/%$I
Dialogue M<"7'$&)/$';&H'1(''$&:2-.-:1'.;&/$&-&<)-*I
Director W2'&<'.;"$&.';<"$;/H)'&B".&12'&"A'.-))&/$1'.<.'1-ti"$&-$+&;1-%/$%&"B&-&

<."+#:ti"$IDownstage W2'&-.'-&"B&12'&;1-%'&:)";';1&1"&12'&-#+/'$:'I
Dresser P-.+."H'&-;;/;1-$1&(2"&2')<;&-:1".;&(/12&:";1#0';I

Dress Rehearsal T&B#))&.'2'-.;-)&(/12&-))&')'0'$1;&"B&12'&<."+#:ti"$I

Theatre Glossary
Term Meaning

Dry P2'$&-$&-:1".&B".%'1;&12'/.&)/$';I
Flat T&fl-1&</':'&"B&;:'$'.*&#;'+&1"&:.'-1'&(-));&".&H-:7%."#$+;I

Ensemble T&%."#<&"B&-:1".;&<'.B".0/$%&1"%'12'.G&"ft'$&(/12"#1&)'-+;I
Exit T&;1-%'&+/.':ti"$&B".&-$&-:1".&1"&)'-A'&12'&;1-%'I

Farce T&:"0'+*&(/12&'>-%%'.-1'+&-$+&/0<."H-H)'&;/1#-ti"$;I

FOH (Front of House) T.'-;&"B&12'&12'-1.'&-::';;/H)'&1"&12'&-#+/'$:'G&/$:)#+/$%&B"*'.&-$+&
-#+/1"./#0IFootlights V/%21;&<)-:'+&-1&fl"".&)'A')&-)"$%&12'&B."$1&"B&12'&;1-%'I

Fourth Wall W2'&/0-%/$-.*&(-))&;'<-.-ti$%&12'&-#+/'$:'&B."0&12'&;1-%'I
Fresnel T&1*<'&"B&;1-%'&)/%21&(/12&-&;"ft4'+%'+&H'-0I

Gel T&:")"#.'+&fi)1'.&<)-:'+&/$&B."$1&"B&-&;1-%'&)/%21I
Ghost Light T&;-B'1*&)/%21&)'ft&"$&/$&-&+-.7&12'-1.'&(2'$&/1S;&$"1&/$&#;'I

Green Room T&H-:7;1-%'&)"#$%'&B".&<'.B".0'.;I
Grid b.-0'(".7&-H"A'&12'&;1-%'&B."0&(2/:2&;:'$'.*&-$+&)/%21;&-.'&

;#;<'$+'+IHalf W2'&2-)B42"#.&:-))&H'B".'&:#.1-/$&#<I
House W2'&-.'-&(2'.'&12'&-#+/'$:'&;/1;I

House Lights V/%21;&12-1&/))#0/$-1'&12'&-#+/1"./#0I
Improvisation _$;:./<1'+&-:ti$%&:.'-1'+&;<"$1-$'"#;)*&H*&<'.B".0'.;I

Interval W2'&H.'-7&H'1(''$&-:1;&".&;':ti"$;&"B&-&<'.B".0-$:'I

Lamp W2'&)/%21&H#)H&/$;/+'&-&;1-%'&)-$1'.$I
Lantern c'$'.-)&1'.0&B".&-&;1-%'&)/%21I

Legs W-))&$-.."(&:#.1-/$;&-1&12'&;/+';&"B&12'&;1-%'&12-1&0-;7&12'&(/$%;I
Lighting Plot T&<)-$&;2"(/$%&12'&<";/ti"$;&-$+&;'tti$%;&"B&-))&)/%21;I

Line Run T&.'2'-.;-)&(2'.'&-:1".;&.#$&12."#%2&)/$';&(/12"#1&0"A'0'$1I

Matinee T$&-ft'.$""$&<'.B".0-$:'I





Character card (Pick a character to investigate) 

Character name: ____________________    Age: __________ 

Occupation: 

Appearance (clothing, hair, physical traits): 

 

Personality (adjectives and examples): 

 

Family background (parents, siblings, marital status): 

 

Relationships with other characters: 

 

Hobbies/interests/likes: 

 

Dislikes/fears: 

 

Key quotations: 

 

 



Budget Breakdown

Further Study



Comparative study 

• Shelagh Delaney – A Taste of Honey (1958)
A landmark of British “kitchen sink” drama. Focuses on Jo, a young working-class woman in Salford 

navigating relationships, pregnancy, and social prejudice.

• Willy Russell – Shirley Valentine (1986)
A Liverpool housewife reflects on her life and dreams of more, blending humour and poignancy.

• Andrea Dunbar – Rita, Sue and Bob Too (1982)
A raw, semi-autobiographical play about two teenage girls from a Bradford council estate.

• Caryl Churchill – Top Girls (1982)
Though more middle-class in setting, it contrasts women’s aspirations with social realities, good as a 

comparison point.

• Jim Cartwright – Two (1989)
Set in a Northern pub, featuring a range of working-class voices, including strong female characters.

• Rab C Nesbitt (1988–2014)
Glasgow sitcom with Roper himself as Jamesie Cotter, exploring working-class life with biting comedy.

• Bread (1986–91)
Carla Lane’s sitcom about a working-class Liverpool family.

• EastEnders (1985–)
The lives of London’s working-class community in Albert Square, often female-led stories.

• Coronation Street (1960–)
Britain’s longest-running soap, centred on working-class women in Salford.

• Shameless (2004–2013)
Paul Abbott’s Manchester-set series about the Gallagher family, with many strong female storylines.

• Rita, Sue and Bob Too (1987)
Andrea Dunbar’s play adapted for screen, stark portrait of working-class teenage girls.

• Kes (1969, dir. Ken Loach)
About a working-class boy, but excellent for pairing as “kitchen sink realism.”

• The Full Monty (1997)
Comedy-drama about unemployed Sheffield men; strong female characters supporting or 

challenging them.

• Billy Elliot (2000)
Coming-of-age story in a mining town, with the mother/aunt figures as working-class 

anchors.

• Fish Tank (2009, dir. Andrea Arnold)
Contemporary British realism focused on a teenage girl on an Essex estate.

 

Identify common themes (family, poverty, gender, humour) and differences in setting, language and tone.  Discuss why stories of everyday domestic life resonate across cultures.



WE’LL SEE YOU THERE!


