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Frank Bramwell’s extraordinary retro piece of work is set in 1958 in Sluice Creek, a small town with small minded people, in Georgia USA. It closely resembles one of the autobiographical works of Tennessee Williams. There are the familiar themes and characters – familial dysfunction, drunken parents, sibling rivals full of brotherly hate, ambitions, violence, pride and primogeniture – all are here. But with these concerns so prevalent in mid twentieth century literature, it gives every impression of actually being written at that time, although a still topical theme is a financial one, over-lending and over-spending and the wickedness of foreclosing banks. 

Bret Jones plays Don, a most splendidly villainous snake of a banker and part time sanctimonious preacher – young brother of John Pearson (Francis Kennedy) the inheritor of the family store and blustering parent to the two brothers Will and Gilbert.

Will is the idealist – the writer – there always has to be a writer to carry out the fiction that there was someone there to record the action. As the elder son he is bound to inherit the business, but he has no interest in it and spends his time contributing “communist” – i.e. sensitive, non-conformist, and humanitarian articles to the local newspaper. He is played by the very personable Damian Sommerlad. Gilbert (Thomas Coombes) on the other hand is forceful, ambitious for the store and fancies Will’s pretty girlfriend Ann played by Mariam Bell.

The women in this play are superficially a lesser breed, trying to rein in the pride of their recalcitrant male partners and make them behave with common sense while still retaining their “ladylike” qualities. Jennifer Belander gives a magnificent performance as Mary, the mother. She is the very model of a submissive “Stepford” wife – in doll like make up, always in a pinny, always making cookies, always keeping her smile in place. And yet one can sense the dissatisfaction and the underlying strength of character right from the beginning.

The first act is uneventful and overlong, but in act two it really starts crackling and turns into a full scale Southern Gothic melodrama. It is well directed by Arnaud Mugglestone and the clever multiple set is by Edward Lidster who also seems to have one foot in the fifties.

-Aline Waites
The Stage 

Shooting Clouds

Published Friday 24 October 2008 at 17:45 by Francesca Whiting
Set in America during the recession of 1958, Frank Bramwell’s beautiful and absorbing play has particular resonance in today’s economic climate.

It follows the lives of the Pearson family - dad John, his wife Mary, their two sons Will and Gilbert, and John’s brother Donald, a preacher and banker - as they try and make a success of the family business. 

Thematically rich, the play deals with pride, love, duty and the pursuit of dreams, always with an underlying sense of melancholy that is beautifully encapsulated by Francis Kennedy as John, the wounded father who falls out with his first-born.

But with such lines as, “If you ain’t as pretty as a chipmunk on heat,” Bramwell’s sharp writing ensures there’s plenty of light moments too.

Arnaud Mugglestone’s deft direction keeps the action fresh and lively as the characters move between three rooms in the family home - the dining room, kitchen and boys’ bedroom.

Damian Sommerlad as Will and Thomas Coombes as Gilbert are the warring brothers, while Bret Jones is marvellously creepy as the banker and part-time sanctimonious preacher Donald. 

Jennifer Belander delivers a compelling performance as Mary, the cheerful wife and mother who puts on a brave face while spending most of her time cooking and trying to keep her family together.
SE1 
Shooting Clouds at the Union Theatre

Saturday 25 October 2008
 Fiona Doyle

Frank Bramwell's play Shooting Clouds is a sharply observed social drama with a very topical overtone.

Set in America, the play highlights the economic recession of 1958 and the personal effects this has on the Pearson family's small business and dreams for the future. Tensions mount when eldest son Will (Damian Sommerlad) decides to challenge the unsympathetic capitalist establishment he so resents, leading to irreversible consequences for each family member.

Bramwell's narrative is both poignant and humorous and is reinforced by Arnaud Mugglestone's neat direction. Edward Lidster's thoughtful stage design should be commended for making great use of the Union Theatre's flexible space. While the set for the most part is a realistic one, his decision to suspend an arresting array of empty picture frames gives the whole piece an extra symbolic dimension as the narrative unfolds.

All six members of the cast offer some strong performances. In particular, Thomas Coombes brings just the right amount of deviousness and wit to his role as the jealous younger brother, Gilbert, while Mariam Bell is compelling in her role as the gentle Ann. Bret Jones also gives a fine performance as the money-grabbing bank manager Donald, a pivotal character in the drama.

It must be said that the piece may have greater impact on screen rather than on stage as the play contains an innate filmic quality and there might also be a little room for some editing. However, Shooting Clouds is an accomplished and engaging play made all the more so considering the current economic climate we are experiencing, and its unpredictable outcomes.

British Theatre Guide 
Shooting Clouds
By Frank Bramwell
Heart Productions and Not/Applicable
Union Theatre, Southwark

Review by Howard Loxton (2008)

Publicity for this play links the late 1950s recession with the world financial situation of today but, though economic difficulties trigger part of the plot and a bank manager is one of its characters, this is not a play about capitalism and economic theory but a personal family story that reflects wider issues as well as exploring the conflict between first born sons and younger siblings across two generations.

It is set in the American South, in a small town called Sluice Creek (if I heard aright) where banker Donald Pearson (Bret Jones) doubles as preacher. His elder brother John (Francis Kennedy) inherited the family store. John intends to hand it on to his son Will (Damian Sommerlad), though it is his younger son Gilbert (Thomas Coombes) who has more interest in the business. Will wants to be a writer and is looking for a way out - haven't we been here before? Ann (Mariam Bell), a local girl from a difficult home is keen on him but he's not quite so interested in her

I don't know whether dramatist Frank Bramwell is an American (I think not), but to me this seemed a very convincing piece of Americana. It is a script that fits into a way of presenting American life that is familiar from Steinbeck to Miller. From our first meeting with John's wife Mary at the opening of the play we could be watching a housewife from a fifties advertisement, indeed maybe one from much earlier, or a Norman Rockwell cover for the Saturday Evening Post brought to life. Jennifer Belander's Mary even walks like a 1950s American! Her passive, supportive, patience-playing wife is the calm centre of this production until she flares into action and reveals her strength as it bursts into delayed action in the second act.

Miss Belander is, I understand, American and perhaps that is why the accents sound so convincing to this British ear, yet (once I got used to them) comprehensible. Arnaud Mugglestone's direction gets strong performances from everyone which partly makes up for the long first act goes on building up background and information for far too long, always anticipating that something powerful is going to happen but not delivering it. It is nearly two hours in (including the interval) before play and production let off their fireworks and performances explode.

"Banks - always the same; entice you to borrow money when you don't need it, snatch it back when you do. Ruination of this country, sucking dry the blood of the very businesses who made this country great," says John Pearson and his banker brother doesn't seem to disagree, though much more canny in working the system. These people seem to see the banks as separate from the society they believe in, though I don't think the author expects us to be quite so naïve. The elder Pearsons are shocked that Will is writing for a radical paper and seems to be supporting communism. The town is being reinvigorated by an apparent miracle that is filling the church and bringing in visitors to swell the economy. The nature of the miracle wasn't at first explained (or I missed it when initially coping with the accent), though all became clear later. This is a world which cannot understand altruistic human intervention and would much rather attribute all good things to God. The play makes a powerful attack upon the gullibility of the Bible Belt and its narrow thinking but, rather than presenting reasoned arguments, offers an emotion response to the ideas of fundamentalism and hard slog profit making that are reflected in its drama of family conflict. 
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by Stephan Ernst for remotegoat on 24/10/08
"Touching story of shattered dreams"
A poignant and thought provoking play, Shooting Clouds tells the story of the Pearson family chasing the American Dream against the backdrop of economic and cultural turbulence in the late Fifties in small town America. It's a familiar story of the dysfunctional family and sibling rivalries but it's the financial themes of over lending, over spending and the power of foreclosing banks that seem most relevant within the current economic situation.

John and Mary (Francis Kennedy and Jennifer Belander) are the traditional all American husband and wife team. John has plans to grow the family business while Mary is the model "Stepford Wife" forever cooking and cleaning. They have two sons; the eldest Will (Damian Sommerlad) who stands to inherit the family business but has no interest instead choosing to latch on to the radical climate of change growing on the eve of the Swinging Sixties, and Gilbert (Thomas Coomes) a young entrepreneur with ambitions of his own and who takes a shine to Will's girlfriend Ann (Mariam Bell). Thrown into the mix is Donald, John's brother, a wealthy banker and sleazy preacher played by the wonderfully villainous Bret Jones.

It's a little over long but Shooting Clouds is well directed by Arnauld Mugglestone and the multiple set design is highly effective with a real sense of Fifties kitsch. However it's really the acting that makes this production so memorable. The performances are of an exceptionally high calibre and while Bret Jones is the stand out Jennifer Belander puts in a superbly touching performance in a role that is much subtler and altogether more demanding.
Time Out Rob Hastings
John has plenty to worry about with the fortunes of his gun store in the balance and his two sons dealing in envy and enmity. In Donald he has but one man to turn to as his bank manager, his pastor, and his brother – and the conflict of interest is every bit as troublesome as it sounds.

Set in the southern States during the recession of 1958, this uniquely American small town tale of money, politics, religion, and family life more than lives up to the USA’s grandest traditions of household drama.

Aided by a clever three-part stage layout, fine performances from the whole cast ably match the qualities of a deftly nuanced script.

What’s more, although the phrase ‘offers fitting reflections on today’s banking crisis’ is in danger of becoming all too queasily in vogue, the parallels drawn by this production thankfully shy away from temptations for heavy handedness.

EXTRA! EXTRA! Alice MacKenzie

Set in the run up to the 1958 Recession, Shooting Clouds: Shattered Dreams/Wounded Pride narrows in on the lives and fortunes of one small-town Georgian family, the shop owning Pearsons. The 1958 Global Recession had an unusual effect on America: unemployment rose, but so did import prices, resulting in higher prices for most manufactured goods. So people stopped buying. The Pearson family encompasses a bank manager cum deeply conservative preacher, a shop owner with dreams of expansion and a left-wing writer. Through this family, writer Frank Bramwell transforms the global crisis of 1958 into a powerful story of bitter brotherly jealousy, familial duty, hope, disappointment and small town conservatism.

The audience takes to their seats almost within the Pearson's family home, while Jennifer Belander's Mary, the smiling picture of a 1950's housewife, sits in her kitchen playing Patience. The card game runs right throughout the play, a methodical waiting game where the players shuffle and reshuffle until the right card emerges at the right time. Will, played by Damian Sommerland, the radically left-wing eldest son of John and Mary, takes from his family business to leave an anonymous donation on the grave of a struggling widow, and in this act of humanitarian intervention shapes the fortunes of both his family and the town and sets in motion a debate on charity, dignity and aid. Will interrupts his girlfriend Ann's (a sparkling Mariam Bell) game of Patience to point out a card to carry over, "I know! I was saving it..." she replies angrily, highlighting their differing approaches to life. Bramwells' script is laced with subtle echoes that link the actions and conversations of the Pearson family both to the wider context of 1950's America with its economic boom and bust, and the ideological battle against communism, and also perhaps to our own economic crisis, half a century later. For in Will's actions the town sees a 'miracle', and from that belief and hope a small economic miracle grips the town as people come from far and wide and the townspeople believe themselves blessed. Perhaps at the moment we too are being reminded that belief, confidence and rumour can have a very material effect.

Or perhaps Patience is just a concentrated way for the actors to pass the time as they wait for the spotlight to return to them? Edward Lidster's lovely set pulls away the walls of the Pearson family home, allowing us to peer into the kitchen, dining room and the two adult sons’ bunk-bedded bedroom all at once. Adi Shimrony's lighting guides us smoothly in and out of each room giving the play a cinematic quality. The scenes move easily between rooms and conversations, revealing furtive glances and private moments that are hidden to the characters waiting in the next room. Likewise, the passing of time is dealt with in a subtle yet geekily pleasing way. The attention shifts to the sudden intrusion of the family radio as it skips between channels playing Johnny Cash songs and news bulletins about Korea, or later on in the play announcing the death of Pope Pius XII (1958, I looked it up...).  And behind all of this, the frequent and soft rumble of the trains heading to Waterloo Station as they passed above the Union Theatre, nestled under the railway arches. This grumble was strangely comforting at some points, at others added to the tension and sense of impending doom. The trains, although not written into the play, seemed to signal the come and go of people through this small town, and a link to the outside world.

You can tell it’s a good play when you want to stand up in the middle of a scene and demand that the characters take back their decisions, or persuade them to see things from the privileged view of the audience. This was a play firmly set in a time and place where the head of the household was the man, the women drank lemonade while the men drank bourbon, family duty was upper-most and the older son automatically inherited the world. I was so involved in the manipulative jealousy of the disappointed younger son Gilbert, played all too convincingly by Thomas Coombes, that my annoyance and sense of powerlessness mounted while the rest of the characters seemed oblivious to his hand in events. The script for Shooting Clouds is strong enough to draw the audience into the Pearson’s world, and the performances of the cast good enough to persuade you to believe in them and their relationships as they each try to find their way. It became clear that this tale of brotherly jealousy and pride was a repeat of the relationship between the father, John, the charismatic Francis Kennedy, and his own younger brother Donald (Bret Jones). This sense of history repeating itself was reflected in the references to the Great Depression of 1929, and in the suggestion for us to compare the events of the play to our own time.

Setting the play in the seeming distance of 1950's small town America allows this engaging, funny and frustrating play to ask questions of the audience about our own economic crisis. Perhaps more challengingly, it also raises a discussion about our relationship to aid, charity and personal ambition. My only piece of advice to future audience members is to wrap up warm! On the night I went to see Shooting Clouds the weather had just changed and most of the audience sat in their coats. But don't let this put you off. Just wear a warm jumper and enjoy being invited into this family living room.
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From the moment you enter the auditorium, you enter the world of the play. The actress playing Mary (Jennifer Belander) is in character, playing a solitary card game we eventually learn is “Patience,” which she later teaches to the only other female character. 

The play is supposedly about the economic crisis in the USA 1958 recession. With the world’s finances in disarray, it couldn’t come at a better time. It certainly expresses its share of economic theories, e.g: “Spending is the only way forward,” “Saving is what got us through the Depression,” the economic problems are always somebody else’s fault. But while the money issues of the family and the nation are ever present, they seem more like an afterthought than the central focus of the story. More than anything else, Shooting Clouds is a “kitchen sink” family drama about two generations. 

The show is primarily about the crisis of the individual rather than an economic one. The central conflict might be traced back to the financial, but it is a mere impetus for exploring the endless battle between liberal and conservative views, old-fashioned traditions, and the self-righteousness and hypocrisy of religion. Greed and money are just a means to an end. 

The multiple set is onstage throughout the show with constant action in each part. It is a voyeuristic look at a household that gives you access to the characters’ privacy from one revealing her private feelings to another masturbating in his room. 

For better or worse, the action never stops. There are pros and cons to this set-up: you are privy to the characters’ most intimate moments, but, like a three ring circus, it’s difficult to decide what to look at. 

The lighting is particularly noteworthy in focusing the attention of the audience on the main action by illuminating a principal scene more brightly than the others occurring simultaneously. However, the lighting on the complete set is sometimes equally balanced and so you find your head turning from side to side, a drawback of the multiple design. 

All six actors give excellent performances. Thomas Coombes is a delight as the Iago/Cain of the younger generation. Bret Jones’ Donald, the sanctimonious banker and pastor, embodies the evils of greed and false religious fervour and is the true cad of the story. But the standout performer is Belander. She is stellar as Mary, the frustrated “happy homemaker” whose family is crumbing around her. 

Shooting Clouds is a fine drama, topical in its economic theme, but also affecting in the philosophical issues that are truly resonant for this or any era. 

AUDIENCE REACTION
Audience Club
The Pearson family live in a small town in the USA, their lives are brought sharply to focus when the sons challenge their father and seek to fulfil their dreams. The Time is 1958 and the problems that this family face are very similar to today with a lack of money forcing them to gamble on their assets and the tension of two brothers pitting life and love against the straitjacket of their parents upbringing and rules of right and wrong. 
One brother is too kind for his own good and the other brother consumed by jealousy. It’s an exploding play with excellent acting and well worth seeing, Jennifer Belander is brilliant as the mother.

The play poignantly reflects the constraints of this time of recession in the States and pings at our lives right now with the credit crunch and how we are coping with what we think we should do and what we want to do; it also is full of humour and idealism and definitely worth a trip to see. 

One of the finds of the year.

The Union Theatre is a real find, close to Southwark Tube station, there is a nice cosy warm bar to relax with extremely friendly staff and the theatre is a great space.
Angela Hyde-Courtney
Audience Web Posting – This is London

Excellent evening and we would definately recommend Shooting Clouds. The director Arnaud Mugglestone got really strong performances out of all six in the cast and it is an interesting and absorbing story from Frank Bramwell although the first half could easily be tightened as it felt slow at times. The second half made up for it though and flew by. We loved the way that the designer Edward Lidster used the space and combined the authentic 50s feel with some abstract touches and I have never seen the Union feel so big. Great lighting work complimented the design and the frames on the back wall gave it a surreal spooky touch at times. Well worth seeing - especially for the performance of Bret Jones as the scheming and sanctimonious preacher/banker.

- Jamie Fowler, St John's Wood, London
Audience Member

“ . . . really enjoyed the evening.  I must say that the quality of script writing was quite excellent and the cast were really engaging and professional throughout.”
Audience Web Posting – Time Out

Posted by James Fincham on 25 Oct 2008 11:42 

A very enjoyable, dramatic and thought provoking play by frank bramwell. A bit long at times but some great acting by the whole cast and imaginative sets by ed lidster meant that we really felt as though we were in an american house in the 1950s. Will it be going to the west end? 
Audience Web Posting – Southwark News
Southwark News 1. At 08:48 PM on 28 Oct 2008, R Phillip wrote:
This a well written, well-crafted, authentic, intimate portrayal that suits the Union! Why haven’t we seen more of actresses like the glamorous Ms Belander and the other great talents in Shooting Clouds? Maybe theater on both sides of the pond has been too busy giving the people “a name” no matter what bad American or British TV show they are from, rather than finding new talent and giving it a chance to shine! Can you imagine what things would be like if between 1949 and 1955 people like James Dean, Marlon Brando, Paul Newman and Joanne Woodward had been ignored by New York theater producers in favor of less talented people who won fame contests or did a few cheesy B movies??? 
