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Who better to accompany me to Alan Ayckbourn's Woman in Mind, a 
quintessentially English play about Susan, a forty-something year old woman on 
the cusp of a mental breakdown, than my mostly English, forty-something (ish) 
knitting circle (all with mental faculties firmly intact). Both the director (Dennis 
Markam) and artistic director (Susan Evans) emphasise in their programme notes 
that this is a play that should elicit a multitude of audience responses 
'depending on the experiences and perceptions we bring with us into the 
theatre' (Dennis Markam). With this in mind, I was interested to see how our 
group, arguably all potential Susans ourselves, would interpret this play. 

Discussion at the interval centred around whether the cast had convincingly 
mastered their English accents (verdict: yes, with the exception of a few words 
that only the most unforgiving native ear would pick up on), the excellent acting 
of the main characters, and the wonderful set and costumes.  The first half of 
the play is lively and hilarious but despite the fanciful comedy, a darker tone 
was also present, with one of our group noting the profound sadness of how 
disconnected Susan and her real-life husband are. 

The second half of the play sees Susan's whimsical fantasies take on a much 
more sinister tone and the ending is a million miles from the bright sunny garden 
of the opening. A few days later we got to catch up and discuss what was, for 
some, a rather unexpected ending. Some were uncomfortable with the turn the 
play took, lamenting that it didn't stick to the comedy genre and deliver a 
happy ending. Others thought that the depiction of mental illness was accurate 
and thought-provoking. Some ended up feeling sympathy for Susan's 
beleaguered husband and son, having to deal with her erratic behaviour and 
instability. Others felt that her husband had no redeeming features. Some 
admired Susan's strategy of inventing a family who appreciated her in the face 
of indifference from her real family.  

What we all agreed on was the high quality of the acting from the entire cast, 
especially Suzie Shepard as Susan. Susan is on stage for the entire play and 



Shepard takes the audience on an engaging journey through Susan's emotions 
of confusion, delight, disdain, horror and everything in between. Erin Gould is a 
delight as the affable, bumbling Dr. Bill, every um, ah and nervous giggle 
imbued with a deft comic touch. The set design and costumes also came in for 
much praise, in particular how they perfectly evoked 1980s England, with its 
Princess Diana worship, Laura Ashley prints and big wedding dresses. 

The play ends with a plaintive plea from Susan to 'December Bee' (remember 
me). There is no doubt that this performance will linger in the memory for some 
time. 


