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Educating Rita

One of the most-produced writers of his time, Willy Russell (b. Whiston, Liverpool, 23 August 1947) is a playwright and songwriter. He has written a large number of highly successful plays and musicals for stage and TV including John, Paul, George, Ringo … and Bert (1974), Breezeblock Park (1975), One for the Road (1976), Our Day Out (television 1977; stage musical version 1983), Stags and Hens (1978; filmed as Dancin’ thru the Dark, 1990), Educating Rita (1979), Blood Brothers (1981; musical version 1983) and Shirley Valentine (1986). His novel, The Wrong Boy, was published to great acclaim in 2000. Further information can be found at willyrussell.com



Katie Beswick is a writer and academic. She works as Programme Director Acting and Performance at University of the Arts London. Her publications tend to deal with issues of theatre, performance, art, class and culture. She is the author of the books Social Housing in Performance (2019), and, with Conrad Murray, Making Hip Hop Theatre (2022).
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Chronology

The timeline below maps an account of national and world events leading up to and following the first performance of Educating Rita, which took place in 1980. As we will see in the ‘Historical context’ section of this Introduction, plays might be approached through a socio-historical lens to better understand their cultural significance and enduring relevance within and beyond their contemporary period.





	1942
	The Beveridge Report is published; it comes to lay the foundations for the welfare state, providing social security from ‘cradle to grave’ for all citizens.1



	1945
	The Second World War officially ends in Europe on 8 May following the surrender of Nazi Germany to allied forces. On 2 September, Imperial Japan surrenders, ending the global conflict. War has ravaged Europe, and much of Britain must be rebuilt, with many cities and towns having sustained terrible bomb damage.



	1946
	Having won the general election of 1945 by a landslide (succeeding Winston Churchill’s Conservative rule), Clement Attlee’s Labour government began to establish a welfare state, implementing many of Beveridge’s recommendations. The National Insurance Act 1946 required everyone of working age to pay a weekly contribution. In return, those who had contributed were eligible, under particular circumstances, to claim benefits and entitlements, such as for unemployment, sickness and pensions. In 1948, the National Assistance Act extended the social security provisions of the 1946 Act, providing social security measures for those unable to make national insurance contributions.



	1947
	On 23 August, William Martin Russell (‘Willy Russell’) is born in Whiston, Lancashire – part of a wider area now known as Merseyside – located about eight miles from Liverpool city. Aged five, Russell moves to an estate in a village called Knowsley, later attending the Woolfall Secondary school in nearby Huyton for a year, before transferring to a more rural school in Rainford. After leaving school, Russell trains and works as a hairdresser for women. He nurtures writing ambitions, eventually leaving hairdressing to work as a warehouse labourer in order to save money for his education.



	1948
	The National Health Service Act 1946 comes into effect. The NHS is thus established, a response to the recommendation in Beveridge’s report for state-funded universal healthcare.



	 
	The University of Cambridge finally awards degrees to women. It is the last University to do so, following earlier examples such as University College London (1878), Durham (1895) and Oxford (1920).



	 
	The United Nations introduces its Universal Declaration of Human Rights, a document that attempts to reach an international consensus regarding the fundamental rights of all human beings. The document is adopted by the fifty-eight UN member states, who, in agreeing to its principles, aspire to uphold ‘the promotion of universal respect for and observance of human rights and fundamental freedoms’.2



	1952
	King George VI dies on 6 February and is succeeded by his daughter, Queen Elizabeth II.



	1953
	The official coronation of Queen Elizabeth II takes place on 2 June 1953, at London’s Westminster Abbey.



	1961
	The contraceptive pill is introduced to the UK, allowing women reliable control over their fertility for the first time. Initially, the pill is only prescribed to married women.



	1962
	The Education Act 1962 effectively abolishes tuition fees for Higher Education in the United Kingdom. Fees for full-time UK resident students are paid by the local authority, along with means-tested maintenance grants for living expenses. These measures make Higher Education a realistic prospect for broader range of students.



	1967
	Two significant Acts are passed, giving women greater freedoms over their reproductive rights. The NHS Family Planning Act 1967 enables family planning and contraceptive advice to be provided to unmarried women via the NHS. The Abortion Act 1967 legalizes abortion under certain circumstances, if justified by two doctors.



	1969
	The Open University is established. This organization offers access to degree-level education for those who might not have the qualifications required to attend traditional university. Its flexible, distance-learning model means students do not have to be based on campus to attend and can complete work at their own pace, for example around domestic and employment commitments.



	 
	Willy Russell attends the Childwall College of Further Education to obtain O-levels.



	1970
	Willy Russell undertakes teacher training at St Katherine’s college in Liverpool.



	1971
	Willy Russell’s first play, Keep Your Eyes Down, is performed at St Katherine’s College. The following year, a triple-bill of his plays called Blind Scouse is performed at the Edinburgh Fringe and is seen by the playwright John McGrath, who helps secure Russell’s first commission at Liverpool Everyman Theatre.



	1974
	John, Paul, George, Ringo … and Bert is staged at Liverpool’s Everyman Theatre, to critical acclaim, launching Willy Russell’s career as a nationally renowned playwright. Numerous plays follow, including Breezeblock Park (1975), Our Day Out (1976) and Stags and Hens (1978).



	1975
	The Sex Discrimination Act outlines women’s equality in law, making it illegal to discriminate against women in the workplace or education.



	1976
	The Domestic Violence and Matrimonial Proceedings Act is passed, making clearer the unacceptability of violence within marriage and offering greater protections for victims of domestic violence.



	1979
	The Conservative Party wins the general election. Margaret Thatcher becomes the UK’s first female Prime Minister, a position she is to hold until 1990.



	1980
	The first performance of Educating Rita, commissioned by the Royal Shakespeare Company, takes place at The Warehouse in London on 10 June 1980.



	1983
	A film adaptation of Educating Rita, starring Michael Caine and Julie Walters, is released. Russell’s play, Blood Brothers – the Musical, premiers at the Liverpool playhouse, transferring to London’s Lyric Theatre in April.



	1984
	The National Union of Mineworkers call a national strike in an act of major industrial action against the closure of collieries. The strike becomes a battleground between Thatcher’s government, who want to quash the power of the unions, and working-class communities fighting for their jobs. The strike ends in 1985, after being ruled illegal, and the closure of pits across the country brings mass unemployment to former mining communities which is to last for decades.



	1989
	Willy Russell’s career continues to flourish with the film version of the play Shirley Valentine (first performed as a play in 1986) released.



	1998
	Tony Blair’s Labour government, in power since 1997, introduces tuition fees of up to £1,000 for undergraduate students. The newly devolved nations of Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland introduce different tuition fee policies to those in England.



	2002
	A revised version of Educating Rita is staged at Liverpool Playhouse.



	2012
	Acting on the recommendations of the Browne Report, the Conservative-Liberal Democrat Coalition government introduces higher tuition fees at HE level, with the cap raised to £9,000 for undergraduate degree study, a significant increase in student fee contribution.






*



Notes

1See ‘1942 Beveridge Report’ at https://www.parliament.uk/about/living-heritage/transformingsociety/livinglearning/coll-9-health1/coll-9-health/

2United Nations (1958, 2015), Universal Declaration of Human Rights, UN. 2. https://www.un.org/en/udhrbook/pdf/udhr_booklet_en_web.pdf



Introduction

Educating Rita is a work of comic naturalism, which tells the story of twenty-six-year-old Susan White – a young, married Liverpudlian hairdresser who seeks to enhance her education through an Open University course – and her relationship with Frank, the university tutor overseeing her studies. The play takes place entirely in Frank’s office and charts a series of tutorial meetings over the course of two Acts, broken into discrete Scenes. Susan, who styles herself as ‘Rita’ in an attempt to embrace a new, more sophisticated persona, is a charismatic and forthright working-class woman. She has chosen the name ‘Rita’ after the author of Rubyfruit Jungle, a radical lesbian-themed novel. Frank is a heavy-drinking lecturer of English Literature and a sometime poet, who is deeply embedded within, but apparently jaded by, the university institution. He is charmed by Rita, but, at first, reluctant to tutor her, claiming that his teaching is ‘appalling’. After their first tutorial meeting, Rita insists that she will return the following week for a tutorial, quipping that she might even give Frank a haircut, since he looks like a ‘geriatric hippy’.

As the play progresses, we learn more about Rita’s approach to and motivation for her literary studies. She tells Frank she wants to change herself from the inside, noting the difference between what she calls, ‘another change of dress or a change in yourself’. She says her next change of dress will come when she passes her exam and is, at last, an ‘educated woman’. Nonetheless, although eager to learn, Rita initially resists instruction and is unwilling to embrace the methods Frank teaches, pushing back against his attempts to engage her academically with the course materials. This is epitomized in Act One Scene Three, when Rita’s essay on how one might solve the staging difficulties of the Henrik Ibsen play Peer Gynt, reads simply, ‘do[ing] it on the radio’. Frank tells her this is not a sufficient answer and guides her in the re-writing of the essay. Under Frank’s tuition, Rita becomes more interested in academic discussion of literature and culture, telling Frank that she has explained the meaning of Peer Gynt to a customer at the hairdressing salon where she works. Later, Rita is so excited by a theatre production of Shakespeare’s Macbeth that she visits Frank unexpectedly to share her insights with him.

We learn from Rita’s discussions with Frank that she is married to a man called Denny, who struggles to understand her discontent with their lives. Denny believes that Rita’s need for some better way of living can be met by moving from their social housing estate to a mortgaged home in the district of Formby (which we later discover is where Frank himself lives). Rita’s attempts to gain an education are the cause of tensions in the marriage, as we find out when Rita tells Frank that Denny has burnt her essay on Chekhov and all of her books as an act of revenge because she has been taking the contraceptive pill, while he believed they were trying to conceive a baby. The tension between Rita’s home life and her desire to become ‘educated’ builds throughout Act One, culminating in Scene Six, when Frank expresses his annoyance that Rita has not attended a dinner-party he has invited her to. Rita explains that a chasm is building between her working-class life and the life she desires as a member of the educated classes. She does not feel she fits in anywhere and finds it increasingly difficult to relate to her family and community. This feeling of not belonging is illustrated in the story she tells about her mother wanting ‘better songs’ to be sung in the local pub – an unexpected moment of emotional enormity, the power of which sits as subtext concealed by its seemingly banal expression. Rita’s own yearning seems catalysed by the paucity of her mother’s longing. Yet Rita does not feel comfortable enough in her new life as a student to join Frank and his friends at a dinner party held in his home. She explains that she decided not to attend as she approached the house, because she lacked confidence in her ability to wear the right clothes, buy the right kind of wine and converse as an equal. In the final scene of Act One, Rita tells Frank that she has left Denny and moved in with her mother, following Denny’s ultimatum that she choose between their marriage or continuing her studies.

Act One Scene Seven also sees Frank express his fear that by educating Rita, he will have a hand in erasing what it is that makes her unique. This statement makes some sense of Frank’s actions throughout Act One – his ambivalence to teaching Rita sits uneasily with his clear admiration for and attraction to her, suggested in a number of exchanges. In Act One Scene One, for example, Frank appears to stare at Rita for a beat too long, causing her to ask, ‘What y’ looking at me like that for?’, his response ‘Because I think you’re really rather marvellous’ sets up a dynamic of sexualized desire, which exists in the subtext of the play and to some extent drives it to its conclusion. During Scene Four, Frank broaches the subject of Rita’s desirability by suggesting that Denny is envious of her studies because he thinks she is having an affair with Frank. Her response, ‘Oh, go’way. You’re just me teacher, I’ve told him’, makes it clear that, from Rita’s perspective, there is no romantic or sexual dynamic to their relationship. Nonetheless, Frank persists later in the scene, when he explains to Rita that, were he to attend the theatre with her, it might make his partner, Julia (herself a former student of Frank’s), envious. Rita dismisses this line of conversation with a bawdy joke, ‘I’m not gonna try an’ rape y’ in the middle of The Seagull’. The pair eventually leave Frank’s office with the intention of attending a local amateur production of The Importance of Being Earnest1, though Rita’s forthright joke has made it clear this is a platonic outing.

Act Two begins with Rita returning from summer school with a newfound confidence. She tells Frank that she is now living with a friend called Trish, and shares stories about her experiences in London. Rita appears proud to have asked a question about Chekhov in front of a large audience of students at the summer school. The relationship between teacher and student has shifted: Frank is no longer holding all the literary knowledge; when Rita asks Frank to introduce her to a new poet, he is stung when he discovers she has already learned about William Blake at the summer school.

Rita’s recent confidence boost and her improvement as a student continue to cause tensions throughout the second act of the play, as Frank, who is frequently drunk, dismisses or offers outright disapproval of the changes in Rita’s personality. He tells her to ‘just be yourself’ when she tries speaking with a ‘posh’ accent. When she submits a serious attempt at a literary essay, Frank says he feels Rita is being influenced by the fashionable ideas of her student friends, despite admitting her essay writing has improved in academic terms. He is particularly spiky about her relationship with a male student called Tiger, and perhaps overly concerned that she has given up her job as a hairdresser to work in a bistro without telling him.

When Rita tells Frank how much she admires his poetry, Frank retorts that she has changed so much from the savvy young woman who first entered his office that she is unable to recognize his work as the ‘heap of shit’ he regards it to be. As they argue about the literary merit of Frank’s poetry, Rita says that she has reverted to the name ‘Susan’, having realized the Rita persona was ‘pretentious crap’. He is the only person who still calls her Rita.

Following their argument, Frank calls Rita’s housemate to let Rita know he has entered her for her exam. She passes the exam, returning to his office to tell him he is a good teacher. As Rita enters the room, Frank is packing his belongings away for a long trip to Australia, organized by the University (as punishment, we infer, for being drunk in the workplace). Julia will not be going with him. Rita tells Frank that her flatmate Trish, who she had considered ‘cool and together’, has tried to kill herself. Relating the news of her exam success, Rita lets Frank know that she decided to take the exam, because although her desire for an education might be worthless in the end, ‘I had a choice. I chose, me.’ The play closes as Frank gifts Rita a dress for an ‘educated woman friend’ and Rita reciprocates by giving Frank a haircut, telling him it will ‘take ten years off you’.

Historical context

When Educating Rita was first performed, it was understood as a ‘contemporary play’. This means that, in 1980, the piece reflected something of the contemporary world beyond the stage. Although there are details in Educating Rita that are not entirely accurate (most obviously, the Open University did not – and still does not – operate a system of one-to-one tutorials as preparation for a ‘proper’ degree course), the general social environment, and the characters who inhabit it, are likely to strike an audience as ‘realistic’ (see also ‘Form and genre’ section), exhibiting behaviour that can be understood within the context of the contemporary world. In other words, to British audiences who first saw Educating Rita, the characters, story and social norms depicted would have made sense, and might even be thought to reflect life in the ‘real world’ on or about the day of performance.

The play is firmly set in a Liverpudlian context, with references to Liverpool and its surrounds. The character of Rita, who speaks with a Liverpudlian dialect, epitomizes much of the cultural energy that was bound up in the regional reputation of Liverpool throughout the late twentieth century.
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