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This learning guide supports the National 
Theatre production of Rockets and Blue 
Lights, directed by Miranda Cromwell, 
which was first staged at the Royal 
Exchange Theatre in Manchester, before 
opening on 26th August 2021 at the 
Dorfman Theatre in London.

Our packs are designed to support viewing 
the recording on the National Theatre 
Collection. This pack provides links to the 
UK school curriculum and other 
productions in the Collection. It also has a 
plot synopsis with timecodes to allow you 
to jump to specific sections of the play.

Here you’ll also find all the information you 
need to enable you to study the 
production and write about it in detail.  
This includes notes about all of the key 
elements from performance style to 
design. You’ll also find pointers for further 
research.
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Cast
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Recording Date – 6th October, 2021
Location – Dorfman Theatre, London
Age Recommendation – 14+
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Billie ..................................................................Anthony Aje
Turner / Roy  ....................................................Paul Bradley
Lou / Olu ...............................................................Kiza Deen
Ruskin / Johnson ............................Matthew Sadon-Young
Jess / Jeanie ................................................. Kudzai Sitima
Clarke / Pearson .........................................Everal A Walsh
Thomas / Trevor  ...............................................Karl Collins
Essie / Lucy ..................................................Rochelle Rose
Caesar / Reuden ..............................................Luke Wilson
Danby / Mary / Meg ....................................... Cathy Tyson

Creative Team

Director ..................................................Miranda Cromwell
Writer ......................................................Winsome Pinnock
Set and Costume Designer ....................... Laura Hopkins
Original Lighting Designer ............ Jessica Hung Han Yun
Lighting Designer ............................................... Amy Mae
Sound Designer    ................................................ Elena Pena
Composition and Music Direction ............. Femi Temowo
Movement Director ............ Annie-Lunnette Deakin-Foster
Fight Director  ....................................................... Yarit Dor



This production is particularly suitable for:

• Drama and theatre students studying the work of Winsome
Pinnock.

• Anyone who is interested in exploring powerful ideas about the
legacy of slavery in Britain.

• Anyone with an interest in plays which take an unusual and non-
linear form.

In particular you might like to explore:
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• The questions that the play raises about the ongoing legacy of 
slavery in Britain and black trauma.

• The way in which playwright Winsome Pinnock weaves together 
contemporary and historical narratives.

• The idea of one piece of art as a stimulus for another, with 
Pinnock taking her initial inspiration for the play from the 1840 
J.M.W. Turner paintings The Slave Ship and Rockets and Blue 
Lights.
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The following notes have been compiled to help guide you through the significant 
design and performance aspects as you watch the production, or to remind you of 
them after you have watched it. You may also want to make your own notes and 
form your own opinions on the effectiveness of these aspects as you explore the 
production.

Contextual Information

• This play premiered at Manchester’s Royal Exchange Theatre on 13th March 
2020. During the run of previews, a national lockdown was announced due to 
the COVID-19 pandemic. The play was broadcast on BBC Radio 3, and 
subsequently opened at the National Theatre in London on 25th August 2021.

• At the end of the play, Thomas cites a number of names and events that 
Winsome Pinnock has chosen to include as part of the political message of 
the play. These include “the Zong and Baptist massacres, the fires at New 
Cross and Grenfell, death in custody”. He also invokes the names of Yaa 
Asantewaa (leader of the Ashanti Rebellion), Yvonne Ruddock (1 of 13 victims 
of the New Cross fire in 1981), David Oluwale (a British Nigerian man who 
drowned in 1961, and whose death led to the first prosecution of police 
officers accused of being involved in the death of a black person), Sam 
Sharpe (leader of the Baptist War slave rebellion in Jamaica in 1831-1832) 
Kelso Cochrane (an Antiguan man whose death in London in 1959 led to 
widespread racial tension), and Stephen Lawrence (a teenager murdered in 
1993 in a racially motivated attack.) In order to fully understand these 
references, and their inclusion in the play, it is important to do some research 
beforehand. News archives are an excellent place to find this information.

• The note in the published playscript states “Two of the many inspirations for 
this play are J.M.W.Turner’s paintings: The Slave Ship (Slavers Throwing 
Overboard the Dead and the Dying – Typhoon Coming on) and Rockets and 
Blue Lights. Popular belief is that Slavers portrays the Zong massacre which 
took place when Turner was a child, but some think it tells another story. 
Either way the painting suggests the ongoing legacy of the slave trade. The 
play explores this legacy and attempts to reconstruct the lives of black 
Londoners after abolition. The slave trade ended in 1807, but slavery wasn’t 
properly abolished until around 1838, and may have continued beyond that.”
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Key Design Elements: Set

• The set is non-naturalistic, and minimal. Costume (such as florescent vests for 
actors to portray school students on a trip in the museum) give as much of a 
sense of location as the set itself.

• The stage is in the round. The audience are close to the action.

• The scrubbed wooden floor represents the deck of a ship as well as also 
providing appropriate staging for a multi-location set.

• At one end of the stage there is a pool of ankle-deep water which characters 
walk through at certain points.

• Furniture is moved by the actors, during slow transitions in which they make 
the furniture ‘float’ as they turn it in mid-air. The furniture is wooden, enabling 
an easy transition between time periods. The design of the furniture (no fully 
solid surfaces) makes it look light and suits the multiple time periods, but also 
does not intrude or overwhelm the fairly small playing space. This is 
particularly important in this choice of stage configuration.

• A wooden spiral staircase provides a corner space for several characters to 
appear, usually alone and also provided an opportunity to use levels.

• An imaginary fourth wall provides the ‘wall’ of the museum where Lou and 
Essie look at the paintings at the beginning of the play. By looking out towards 
the audience the actors appearing to look at the wall also encourage the 
audience to imagine what is on that wall.

• The party in Act Two is mainly created by having the floor covered in gold 
balloons. Note that the ball in 1840 takes place in the same space, at the 
same time, as the party in 2007. It encourages the audience to make links 
even further between the two plotlines, and the issues that Lou is raising in the 
film The Ghost Ship.
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Key Design Elements: Costume

2006/2007

• Lou wears a light blue dress when we first see her. It has a full, floor length
chiffon skirt and she wears a black coat over it. In the reading for the play in Act
One, Lou wears a blue collarless blouse, and black trousers teamed with light
blue ballet-style pumps. She is always smartly dressed and she clearly takes
pride in her appearance. When Lou plays Olu in the film she wears a thin white
cotton shift dress which provides a strong contrast to the character of Lou.

• In Act Two, Lou appears wearing a green, collared shirt and black trousers
when she goes to visit her ailing grandfather. This provides a strong contrast to
what her sister Vonnie wears, emphasising the social distance between them
that has been created by Lou’s transatlantic acting career.

• Reuben’s costume consists of black jeans, a charcoal-coloured jacket, a
mustard brown shirt and brown shoes. He wears a pocket square in the breast
pocket of his jacket.

• Trevor King wears grey trousers, a dark top under a brown jacket and multi-
coloured scarf. He also wears glasses.

• Essie wears a yellow t-shirt bearing a picture of Nina Simone, skinny jeans, a
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• blue denim jacket and black trainers. The choice of Nina Simone – a famous black
jazz, blues and folk singer who also played a significant role in the Civil Rights
movement in the USA, particularly through protest songs, some of which were
banned in the southern American states.

• Roy’s costume consists of a black cap, brown trousers and a grey painter’s smock
(he is playing Turner in the film). He wears a pair of glasses which hang on a chain
on his neck.

• Billie wears beige trousers, a wine-coloured top, white trainers and a bomber-style
jacket which has a decorative skull and cross bones detail on it.

• Vonnie’s clothing contrasts sharply with Lou’s smart attire. She wears a black t-
shirt, covered by a baggy black cardigan, brown jogging bottoms and slipper
boots. She has remained inside her grandfather’s flat, caring for him and this
shapeless and drab costume makes her appear tired and drained.

• Clarke takes the audience by surprise when he gets out of bed. He is wearing a
brown suit, white shirt, striped tie and a hat

• Jeanie looks very young in her costume – a belted cream shirt-dress and black
leggings.
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1840

• Thomas wears beige trousers, shirt and jacket. The colour is very similar to
the colours of his wife’s clothes

• Lucy wears beige striped buttoned bodice and skirt.

• Jess wears a brown bodice and grey ankle length skirt.

• Meg wears a red skirt, grey blouse and jacket, and also wears a hair wrap
which is made from a patterned beige fabric.

• J.M.W. Turner wears a cream shirt, brown corduroy trousers, held up with
braces. When he leaves to go on his ‘travels’, he wears a brown coat over
the top of these clothes.  Danby pins up his left sleeve, as he pretends to be
an amputee as a rouse to get aboard a ship. He wears pale trousers and
shirt to join the ship – akin to what genuine sailors would have worn at the
time.

• Billie’s costume includes a blue, thick woollen jumper, and light-coloured
trousers. He is barefoot.

• Benjamin wears a ragged black tail coat, cream shirt and black trousers. He
wears a hat with a model of a ship (in full sail) on it.

• Peter Piper wears identical clothes to Benjamin, as he is imitating his
method of begging.

• Hannah Danby’s costume is a long beige dress of the period, with a cream
apron. On the bodice and skirt of the dress there is a herringbone pattern on
the fabric. The dress is long, with long sleeves, in the style of the 19th
century.

• Mary appears in the guise of a mermaid, with a long pale tale and a jacket
which appears to be similar to a straitjacket, with crossed arms strapped
across the front.

• Decker’s costume is cream trousers, light shirt and a grey jacket.

• Caesar wears blue ripped trousers, a mustard shirt and a grey shirt or jacket.
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• Ruskin wears a brown waistcoat, pale trousers, a beige jacket and a top hat.

• When the sailors on the boat wear masks pretending to be helpers of
Neptune, they appear to be made out of brown sacking that would have
been available on board the ship.

Most of the cast wear brown boots throughout the performance. This is a neutral 
colour and is particularly helpful because of the multi-roling nature of this 
production.
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Key Design Elements: Lighting

• Much of the lighting comes from high angle lanterns above the stage. This is
important because the action is visible on all sides of the stage.

• The lighting is often a cold blue hue, reminding us of the Rockets and Blue
Lights of the play’s title. This also refers to another J.M.W.Turner painting
which is famous for its use of bright blue colour. The blue colour is also
reminiscent of the feeling of being underwater – like the slaves who were
thrown overboard as depicted in Turner’s Painting Slavers (see introductory
notes above).

• The transitions between scenes often take place under blue-green light,
mimicking the light under water.

• Act One scene four takes place in the docks, and a cold blue and yellow light
illuminates the scene. Haze is also used in this scene.

• Some side lighting is also used, which ensures actors to be well defined in the
acting space that uses a very minimal set.

• Footlights/birdies are used around edge of the stage in the party/ball scene in
Act Two.
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Key Design Elements: Sound

• The sound of waves is used throughout the production, using recorded sound.

• Recorded wind sound effects are also used, for example as Turner prepares to 
go on his travels.

• Live song is also used, with actors singing on stage and accompanied by live 
music played on range of instruments at different points, including drums, 
saxophone, chimes, percussion and guitar. Piano music is also heard during 
some of the scene transitions.

• The live singing of sea shanties is very significant in this production, not only to 
create mood and atmosphere but also to remind us of those people whose lives 
were changed on these slave ships. The theme of history and legacy is also 
communicated through the use of sea shanties which are often passed down 
through generations of sailors.

• There are also recorded soundscapes which include voices, and sounds of 
being underwater.

• An echo effect is placed on Mary’s voice as she appears in Act One scene nine.

• Recorded music (R&B, with echo effect) is mixed in and out of live string music, 
bringing the audience between the ball in the 1840 and the party in 2007 and 
making the audience make connections between the two periods of time.

Key Design Elements: Wigs, Hair and Make-up

• Multi-roling is important in this production and so wigs are used for some of the 
female characters. Note the use of wigs for the actors playing Lou/Olu, and 
Jess/Jeanie.
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Performance Style

• Much of the dialogue, for example on the film set and in the museum, is
delivered naturalistically. However, other sections such as the appearance of
Turner’s mother Mary is non-naturalistic in its style, costume and use of
sound.

• There are various moments in which actors enact moments of violence being
inflicted on slaves and/or women. The movement style is significant because
there is no physical contact between the two actors – instead these
movements are either done at arm’s-length, or further apart at different points
of the stage. This heightens the sense of drama, rather than diminishes it,
encouraging the audience to fully imagine the brutality of the acts. Imagining a
scene rather than having it explicitly enacted can sometimes be much more
powerful.

Key Moments

You might like to consider these moments in particular when you are studying the 
production.

• Jeanie, the PA on the film of The Ghost Ship is asked to read the script of the 
film. As she reads, Lou and Roy begin to act out the stage directions, which 
get progressively more upsetting for members of the film cast who are clearly 
uncomfortable with what they are hearing. (0:11:04 – 0:14:33)

• Lucy speaks to Thomas about the trades that continue to use the slave trade, 
such as sugar and cotton. We see Lucy’s branded skin, from her own days of 
being a slave. Note the tenderness and vulnerability that exists between the 
couple. (0:31:41 – 0:37:49)

• Lou as Olu, as she is abused by Johnson and Pearson. Notice the non-
naturalistic portrayal of the force-feeding of Olu, and the way in which she is 
‘hit’ with the cat o’nine tails. Lou then loses her grip on the scene and turns on 
the men, physically and verbally. She rejects the cliches that the film’s script is 
perpetuating. (0:48:57 – 0:55:54)

• The scene in which Lou visits Vonnie and Clarke, and Clarke then recounts his 
own experience on a ship – this time making reference to HMT Empire
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• Windrush which brought migrants from Jamaica to Great Britain in 1948. As
well as the content of the scene (in which Lou also relates her current life to the
role that she plays in an American TV series) look closely at the way in which
Clarke suddenly emerges out of bed to tell his story – passing on his history to
Lou before he passes away from a terminal illness.

• Thomas and the Overseer, and the final speech in which the names of historical
figures, of revolutionaries and of victims of violence and racism including those
from the 21st century. As Thomas speaks, the entire stage floods with water.
(1:54:30 – end)
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Note on the text: When Meg and Lucy use an accent this indicates to the audience 
that they are speaking in a different language.

Act One, Scene One – 2007
At a boat museum, Lou and Essie are on board a replica of a slave ship. The two 
women are meeting for the first time and are contemplating J.M.W. Turner’s 
painting The Slave Ship, which depicts an 18th century scene of dozens of 
captured slaves being thrown overboard and drowning while being trafficked from 
Africa to England. Lou remarks on the contrast between the beauty of the painting 
and the horror of the scene, ‘The first time I looked at this painting I couldn’t make 
out what was going on… I had to look, really look. And then I saw it and I couldn’t 
turn away.’ Essie, a teacher on a school trip, thinks that is the intention: Turner 
represents the carnage with the colours and landscape, and the viewer must 
imagine the horror beneath the waves. Lou asks if Essie has seen the new film 
about Turner, The Ghost Ship. Essie says she has but wasn’t impressed. 

(0:04:07) Billie, one of Essie’s students, enters with a clipboard. He immediately 
recognises Lou as a famous actor, most recently in The Ghost Ship. Billie shows 
Lou his drawings and she gives her an autograph, explaining she’s at the museum 
to see Turner’s painting. Essie tells Billie to go and join the others and he eventually 
runs off. Lou invites Essie to a party tonight: ‘There’ll be a lot of creative people 
there. I think you’ll fit right in.’

Scene Two (0:08:20) 
Several months earlier, the actors of The Ghost Ship meet for a script reading. 
Actors are practising their lines, and Lou meets the director Reuben for the first 
time, who has prepared Lou some research to help her prepare for her role. The 
opening directions describe a visceral scene depicting slaves drowning and being 
abused by sailors, one slave called Olu (played by Lou) pleads with a sailor for 
mercy before being thrown overboard to sharks. The scene then jumps to J.M.W. 
Turner’s studio in 1840 as he contemplates starting work on The Slave Ship. The 
brutal opening leaves the actors stunned, with Roy (who plays Turner) saying ‘I 
just… Bloody hell, man. Bloody hell.’

Scene Three – London, 1840 (0:14:31) 
J.M.W. Turner is in his art studio in London, 1840. He complains to his 
housekeeper, Danby, about persistent tooth pain. He tells her to order him a taxi 
while he puts on a disguise, which includes pretending he has one arm. She
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reminds him that he promised to paint her, ‘You said that I have the face of the 
goddess Scylla and that I should be immortalised in paint.’ He responds by 
smearing paint on her face. Danby threatens to leave but Turner says she belongs 
there with him, ‘Two ugly orphans together.’ As he prepares to leave she criticises 
the way he treats his family, and for ‘running away to sea again’ to escape from 
the memory of his dead mother. Turner angrily denies being haunted by his 
mother and storms out.

Scene Four (0:19:23) 
Turner sits at the docks, sketching a ship. Under his disguise of ‘Booth’ Turner 
plans to join the crew of The Glory, a ship that will be setting sail shortly. A sailor, 
Thomas, is also waiting for the recruiting officer to arrive. He explains how he’s 
lied to his wife to join up – she thinks he’s left to become a manservant, ‘Once 
that sea is in your bones you can’t get it out.’ Billie enters – a young boy in a 
similar likeness as the Billie from 2007. He found shackles in the water and fished 
them out, but now he’s stuck. He runs inside looking for help.

(0:22:20) Decker, the recruiting officer, enters to assess the recruits. One man 
called Caesar impresses Decker with a sea shanty, while Thomas comes onboard 
as a chef and Billie as a cabin boy. Turner (Booth) is at first rejected but Thomas 
shows the officer Turner’s sketches, which convinces him to come on board as 
ship’s artist. 
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Scene Five (0:25:03) 
Outside a hovel in the East End, Thomas’ daughter Jess enters wear a ballgown 
made up of a patchwork of stitched-together rags, which she is wearing to the 
‘Ball of Blacks’. Her mother Lucy follows. An older lady speaking in an African 
language which Jess can’t understand recalls the ‘ceremony of women’ back in 
her home country, where men and women would dress lavishly and dance ‘to 
bring out the power of the storm gods.’ They discuss dreams and desires, with 
Jess saying she dreams of adventures, and wants to be a sailor ‘like papa was.’ 
The two older women laugh at the idea.

(0:27:43) Thomas’ brother - Benjamin the beggar - enters with a model of a ship 
on his head, causing Meg to run off, ‘thinks you’ve come to bring her back to 
her old masters.’ A white man, Peter, enters, also wearing a ship on his head. 
He’s rubbed coal on his face, proclaiming ‘pray pity on a poor black sailor’ to 
garner donations. This sends Benjamin into a fury, telling Peter to stay off his 
patch and stop copying his style.

(0:30:40) Thomas enters with news he’s signed up as a ‘manservant’ but will 
have to go on a long voyage across the sea. Jess is excited at the idea of 
Thomas’ trip, but upset he will miss her ball. 

(0:32:27) Alone, Lucy attacks Thomas for lying to her, and her indignation is 
confounded when she finds out he’s going to work in Africa, ‘And so it 
continues. Get the African to produce sugar and cotton; seed in them a desire 
for the goods you produce from them - fine cloths, sugar...then sell them back 
what they sweated to create.’ They discuss their freedom, and Lucy reminds 
Thomas about how they sold their first-born son to a wealthy family in the hope 
they’d treat him as well as their dogs, which is better than their standard of 
living. Thomas comforts Lucy and they share a tender moment. He kisses the 
scar where she was branded as a slave, ‘This brand has no meaning anymore. 
What it stood for no longer exists’, but she says she’ll never forget the trauma. 
He promises that when he returns he will return to stay, ‘We’ll have a new 
beginning.’
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Scene Six – 2007 (0:37:50) 
Back in the modern day, the actors are reading the final scene of the film, which 
takes place in Turner’s studio. Lou is taken aback that her character appears to 
Turner as the naked ghost of a murdered African, who gives her blessing for The 
Slave Ship to be painted. Lou challenges the director Trevor on the changes 
they’ve made, which largely cut her character’s backstory to make more room for 
Turner. Lou threatens to walk if Trevor doesn’t add more depth to her character 
rather than just being a ghost, ‘we’re always playing ghosts in one way or 
another. We’re never seen as real people.’ Eventually, with Reuben’s support, 
Trevor agrees to talk to the other writers. Lou thanks Reuben for backing her up, 
and they agree to go for a drink to chat further about the research.

Scene Seven – 1840 (0:44:23) 
Jess and Lucy say goodbye to Thomas as he boards The Glory. Lucy recognises 
The Glory as a former slave ship and both her and Jess implore Thomas not to 
get on, with fears it’s cursed, ‘Didn’t we make a promise to ourselves that we 
would never again make such a journey?’ Thomas gives Jess a sugar sweet and 
boards the ship as Lucy tries to comfort her daughter.

Scene Eight – 2007 (0:49:07) 
The actors are running another scene. Lou (as Olu) is shackled on the floor with 
two sailors – Pearson and John – either side of her. She’s refusing to eat and 
won’t communicate with the sailors, ‘You will not die on my watch. You die I 
forfeit my wages’ Johnson says, and resorts to whipping her with a cat o’ nine 
tails. Lou suddenly breaks from the script and starts beating Johnson with a rope. 
Trevor calls cut. The disorientated Lou comes to and laughs it off, claiming it was 
just a joke. The actors take a break, and Johnson apologies to Lou, saying he 
hates whipping her in the scene.

(0:53:34) Reuben comforts the shaken Lou. He’s worried about her – she can’t 
sleep and last night he woke up and she was at the window staring at the river. 
Lou complains about the film, ‘I took this job because I thought Trevor was going 
to avoid the usual torture porn.’ She claims her fractured mental state is due to 
our grandad who’s ill at home, but she’s also feeling a deep connection to the 
subject matter of the film, ‘They won’t understand. They think this is just history, 
but it isn’t.’ 
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Scene Nine – 1840 (0:55:54)
On board The Glory, Turner sketches the sea. Alone, he’s dropped his disguise 
and the pretence of having one arm. Suddenly a vision of his mother Mary 
appears, wearing a strait jacket with a mermaid’s tail. She talks about the 
extraordinary weather when Turner was born. Thomas silently comes onto the 
deck wearing a mask. Thomas interrupts and challenges Turner on lying about 
having one arm. Turner confesses about how he lied for a last chance to see 
the sea. Thomas agrees not to tell anyone as long as Turner draws him. Turner 
reluctantly agrees. Thomas recalls how he met Lucy on a salve ship – he 
pledged his labour to a captain to buy her from Jamacia. On Mary’s 
encouragement, Turner tells Thomas about how he invested in sugar works as 
a young man, which exploited slave labour, leaving Thomas incredulous.

(1:00:13) Turner and Thomas are interrupted by Decker and Caesar dressed in 
costumes, who have captured the ‘pollywog’ Billie and are holding a mock 
initiation. They dunk his head in water continuously until he almost drowns. 
Billie declares ‘allegiance to Neptune’s laws’ and the party leave singing.

(1:01:44) Alone, Thomas challenges Turner again on investing in sugar works. 
To defend himself, Turner reveals his identity, but Thomas doesn’t believe in 
him. Thomas shouts ‘POLLYWOG!’ and chases him off. 
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Scene Ten – 2007 (1:02:36) 
In the boat museum in 2007, Billie berates Essie around the hypocrisy of the 
museum and the stories of slaves who threw themselves overboard in the hope 
of returning to their ancestors, ‘you tell me why someone who flew to their 
ancestors would want me to go on a Coffle Walk?’ Essie attempts to calm Billie 
by encouraging him to channel his anger into his art, ‘I think you’re special.’ She 
gives him an offer: if he sticks out the museum trip and behaves, she will give 
him access to the artroom after school on Tuesdays and Thursdays for two 
hours.

Scene Eleven – 1840 (1:05:54) 
At Cape Coast, Thomas hears a banging from within The Glory and is shocked to 
discover a coffle of enchained slaves being brought on board, ‘I didn’t sign to a 
ship that trades in flesh.’ Decker informs him they’ve changed course for Brazil. 
The ship’s voyage was funded by the sale of Africans in South America after the 
captain lost all his plantations in Jamacia following emancipation. Thomas takes 
the keys from Decker at gunpoint to free the slaves. Suddenly Turner hits 
Thomas from behind with a pan, allowing Decker to retrieve the gun from 
Thomas. Thomas begs Turner to help him, but the artist says ‘Leave me out of it. 
It’s got nothing to do with me.’ Thomas is chained and manacled. Billie runs up 
the mast and shouts to the sea in Yoruba, ‘I talk to the sea: Olókun, Olókun baba 
mo pé è! And the sea talks back to me. It says: you are not a slave. The sighing 
waves tell me what I must do.’

Interval

Act Two, Scene Twelve – 2007 (1:10:08) 
In the bedroom of a council flat in London, Clarke, an elderly man, lies dying 
while her granddaughter Vonnie watches over him. Lou, Vonnie’s sister, arrives. 
They catch up about work – Vonnie is recently employed and has come off 
benefits, while Lou’s sci-fi television series is still going strong. Vonnie says 
Clarke won’t remember Lou but is a huge fan of her as Captain Sola Andrews in 
her show, and insists Lou speaks to him as Sola Andrews.

(1:14:46) Lou speaking as Captain Sola draws a response from Clarke, to her 
surprise. Vonnie goes to let in Aunt Muriel and Lou imagines/reminisces a 
conversation with her grandad. Clarke tells her about his journey to England from 
Jamacia on the immigration ship. Once he arrived in England he worked three 
jobs but never forgot his great, great grandfather, who was a slave on a 
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plantation. He reflects on equality laws, ‘A real person would not need so many 
laws… They used to have the salve codes and now they have equality 
guidelines.’ Vonnie returns to tell Lou Aunt Muriel has arrived but won’t come in, 
‘she says it’s too morbid.’

Scene Thirteen (1:19:45) 
While Lou’s party in 2007 takes place, the 1840 Ball of the Blacks is also in full 
swing. Lucy accompanies an excited Jess in her new dress to the Ball, and later 
Benjamin joins them. Meanwhile Reuben joins Lou on the balcony at her party. 
Lou continues to reflect on The Slave Ship while looking out at the river. He 
presents Lou with a gift: a lump of metal recovered from the wreck of The Glory. 
The piece of metal was used as a ballast to compensate for the weight lost on the 
ship when captives died or threw themselves overboard.

(1:22:39) Benjamin tries to encourage Lucy to dance, ‘There’s no ship’s captain 
here. Dancing is a physical expression of freedom.’ Both generations dance 
simultaneously to their respective music.

(1:24:07) Meg arrives at the Ball with news from The Glory. When the Navy 
discovered they were trading slaves they fired rockets at it. In order to save 
weight and escape, they cast captives overboard, and it is feared that Thomas 
was thrown overboard or bound with the captives. Lucy breaks down and wails, 
‘Water whisper to me. Tell me where he is. He is not dead.’ 
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Scene Fourteen – 2007 (1:27:52) 
In her bedroom, Lou is dressed for the awards ceremony and shocked to see 
Meg from 1840 standing there looking at Reuben’s research folder. She tells 
Lou a story when she was a slave: she was pregnant but out of fear for her child 
being auctioned away, she smothered and buried the child. The boy survived 
and her master punished her by cutting out the baby’s tongue, ‘They said I must 
keep the baby because it would remind me of what I had tried to do.’ Since 
being free she has had a fury, ‘a passion in my legs. I have been running ever 
since.’ She then asks Lou if she lives in better times, if she is free now?

Scene Fifteen (1:33:34) 
Roy arrives to give Lou her award – she won best supporting actress but didn’t 
go to the ceremony and held a private party instead. Roy is upset he didn’t get 
an invite and in response Lou says ‘sometimes we need to be on our own. To 
talk about things without…’ It is then revealed that in fact Roy won the award, 
but he refused it, ‘I told them that you, descended from enslaved people, 
deserved it far more than I do’ but also claims the film is not his or her’s, ‘it’s 
Turner’s’. ‘It is not his film’, responds Lou, ‘It belongs to the slaved.’ She tells 
him about another of Turner’s paintings, Rockets and Blue Lights, whose 
incredible colours, she thinks, must have brought solace to Turner, ‘I need my 
blue skies too.’

(1:39:21) The doorbell rings and Lou lets in Essie who is soaking wet. Billie 
didn’t go on the Coffle Walk, but instead climbed the mast of the boat, shouted 
he is no slave and threw himself into the river. Essie went in after him but 
couldn’t save him.

Scene Sixteen – 1840 (1:41:47) 
A storm at sea – Turner is standing on what is left of the shipwreck of The Glory, 
shouting at the storm ‘Is that all you’ve got? You can do better than that.’ He 
refuses to repent for his actions and claims to not be ashamed. He’s woken 
from his vision by Danby. John Ruskin has come to visit him. Ruskin asks him 
about The Slave Ship, and why he didn’t depict the slaves themselves. Danby 
answers for him: ‘Were we to see the failing bodies the intensity of our horror 
would exonerate us from all blame and involvement.’ 
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(1:44:21) Danby leaves. Turner tells the young Ruskin about a dream he has in 
which he is the wrecked slave ship, the shark, the sea, the victims, 
simultaneously. He asks Ruskin to come and see him again, to which Ruskin 
agrees and leaves. Alone, Turner hears a knocking, ‘if that you, Thomas?’ he 
asks. Billie from 2007 emerges and stands looking down at Turner. 

Scene Seventeen (1:47:32) 
At the docks, Jess and Lucy are with Decker, who is recruiting new staff for his 
latest voyage. An older Jess says she’s a shantyman, and her mother, a cook. 
She sings for Decker, who says this will be his last voyage, ‘I long for the 
forgetfulness of old age because I long to forget all that I have seen and done.’ 
In an African language Decker can’t understand, Lucy says she hopes he will 
never forget, ‘we need him to remember.’ Jess tells Decker about how they lost 
their father to the sea and her mother hopes this voyage will bring him back. As 
Jess sings Lucy points out rockets in the distance – bright blue lights, ‘A vista of 
blue, the sky descending to engulf us like we are walking in the heavens.’ 

Scene Eighteen (1:53:50) 
At a plantation in Brazil, Thomas works cutting cane as an Overseer watches 
him, a rifle in his hand. Thomas begins to sing, and the Overseer speaks in 
Portuguese, ordering him to be quiet. Thomas continues regardless, and the 
Overseer points his rifle at him. Thomas recalls the names of people, modern 
and historical, who have suffered at the hands of injustice, recalling slave 
castles, the Zong and Baptist massacres, the fires of New Cross and Grenfell. 
‘I’m not surprised by your fear of me. After all I have survived much.’ He faces 
the Overseer defiantly, ‘I have lived and died ten million times. And I will live and 
live again.’ The Overseer cocks his gun.

The End
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Read

Playwright Winsome Pinnock’s recommendations for things to 
read if you enjoyed Rockets and Blue Lights.
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Watch

Designing the Show: Designer Laura Hopkins and Director 
Miranda Cromwell discuss the set design for Rockets and Blue 
Lights, from the stage of the Dorfman Theatre.

Explore

National Theatre Black Plays Archive
Visit the National Theatre’s Black Plays Archive online to find out 
more about the work of Winsome Pinnock. The BPA is an online 
catalogue of the first professional production of every African, 
Caribbean and Black British play produced in the UK.
Find out more here.

You can also watch this series of short films in which Playwright 
Winsome Pinnock and National Theatre Associate and Dramaturg 
Ola Animashawun discuss plays from the Black Plays Archive.

Exploring the Black Plays Archive #1: Barber Shop Chronicles 
and Chewing Gum Dreams.

More materials relating to the production including the costume 
bible, poster, prompt scripts, programme, stage management 
reports and more are held at the National Theatre Archive, which is 
free to visit. Find out more here.

https://www.nationaltheatre.org.uk/blog/five-incredible-reads-on-the-themes-of-rockets-and-blue-lights
https://www.instagram.com/tv/CTpDzEOIJxA/
https://www.blackplaysarchive.org.uk
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=sZ_XyrrJf2Q&list=RDCMUCUDq1XzCY0NIOYVJvEMQjqw&start_radio=1&rv=sZ_XyrrJf2Q&t=0
https://www.nationaltheatre.org.uk/archive
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Suggestions for Further Activity/Research

For context about J.M.W. Turner’s painting The Slave Ship, see 
this website.

You can also find out more about Turner’s work in Winsome 
Pinnock’s own words here. 

Listen to this podcast in which Winsome Pinnock speaks in great 
detail about the play, and Turner’s paintings. She asks the question 
“who owns our past – and who has the right to tell its stories?”  
What other productions can you find out about where history is told 
through a new, or unusual perspective? What are your opinions on 
this subject? Are there any subjects that should not be 
dramatised? For a different perspective, research the National 
Theatre’s production of London Road, which takes very difficult 
subject matter and uses verbatim material to create a musical. Is it 
possible to do difficult topics justice in theatre? Debate this with 
your classmates.

The Royal Exchange Theatre, Manchester, held this online panel 
about the play, and the issues it raises. Watch this footage and 
discuss the 3 main points that you think are most pertinent in this 
discussion.

Listen to the Miranda Cromwell and Winsome Pinnock on 
Radio 3, ‘Backstage at Rockets and Blue Lights’. How does this 
help you understand the morals and themes in the play?

Read this review from The Guardian. Using its style as a model, 
write your own review which both describes what you saw and 
gives clear opinion about your response to the play.

https://joyofmuseums.com/museums/united-states-of-america/boston-museums/museum-of-fine-arts-boston/the-slave-ship-by-j-m-w-turner/
https://www.tate.org.uk/tate-etc/issue-50-autumn-2020/winsome-pinnock-jmw-turner-slave-ship
https://www.theplaypodcast.com/014-rockets-and-blue-lights-by-winsome-pinnock/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Lr9lZF3oRxI
https://www.bbc.co.uk/sounds/play/p08g13nh
https://www.theguardian.com/stage/2021/sep/03/rockets-and-blue-lights-review
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Winsome Pinnock, in ‘Backstage at Rockets and Blue Lights’ says, 
“Theatre can do things that historians can’t: To create a voice that 
you can’t see in the archives”. If you were commissioned to write a 
play about a significant moment in history that you are passionate 
about and that you think has been under-represented, what event 
would you choose? Discuss how you would portray that event and 
what style of theatre you would use.

Rockets and Blue Lights was in its third preview when theatres 
were closed in 2020 due to the COVID-19 pandemic. Actor Bertie 
Carvel created the Lockdown Festival, which included Rockets 
and Blue Lights. You can read about it here.

Other productions which involve British historical moments include 
Coram Boy (adapted by Helen Edmundson from the novel by 
Jamila Gavin), Small Island (adapted by Helend Edmundson from 
the novel by Andrea Levy) and Our Country’s Good (an adaptation 
of Thomas Keneally’s The Playmaker). All of these plays have been 
staged by the National Theatre and material is available at the NT 
Archive, including films of the plays and costume, staging and 
research sources.
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We hope that you have enjoyed watching and studying Rockets and Blue Lights. 
Don't forget that there are many more fantastic productions to explore as part of 
the NT Collection. We hope that watching this recorded production has made 
you feel inspired to see and make live theatre. Why not find out what’s 
happening at your local theatre and how you can get involved?

This guide to support your viewing of the production was compiled by Teacher and 
Arts Education Consultant Susie Ferguson.

If you have any comments or feedback on our resources please contact us: 
ntcollection@nationaltheatre.org.uk

https://www.whatsonstage.com/all-cities
https://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/articles/1pc8FKvX8ztXJRymslCjrB8/why-i-created-lockdown-theatre-festival



