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King Cotton: This slavery saga is another 
cracker from McGovern  
 
Last Updated: 12:01am BST 20/09/2007

Jimmy McGovern has struck gold again with his slavery sage, writes Dominic 

Cavendish 

"I know when my own work is good, and I know what we're doing here is good," Jimmy 
McGovern boasted a few weeks back – ahead of the opening of his first stage play for 25 
years. And do you know what? He was absolutely right. 

Tales of tense crew-members working themselves past 
exhaustion to get King Cotton up and running may abound, 
but now that this hugely ambitious show has got past the 
difficult preview stage, the rest of its run at the Lowry Centre 
in Salford and next week in Liverpool deserves to be packed 
to the rafters. 

The writing is only the half of it. What gives a knockout 
emotional charge to McGovern's tautly woven account of the 
1860s cotton trade – as experienced by the black slaves who 
picked it and the white workers who spun it in the Lancashire 
mills – is the rich fusion of music and song that floods the 
evening like sunlight through a stained-glass window. 

In Jude Kelly's brisk, fluid production, heavily but not horribly 
mic'd, a 22-strong brass band mingles among the 13 actors, 
the entire ensemble clambering the rusted metal girders of Ti 
Green's monumental set as though scaling a giant loom. 

When the warm, melancholic blasts of the industrial North 
meet the heartfelt vocal spirituals of the South, the effect is 
sensational. 

Still, credit where it's due. McGovern, who made his name with the ITV long-runner Cracker, 
pulls off the trick of being at once symmetrical in his approach to structure while remaining 
true to the mess, pain and confusion of lives blighted by poverty and oppression. 

There is, perhaps, something too neat about the way he collides the story of a lowly mill-
worker called Tom with that of a plantation slave called Sokoto who flees to the North after 
killing his owner. 

And when the Englishman, poverty- and grief-stricken following the collapse of the cotton 
supply during the Civil War, joins the Confederate cause in the belief that the slaves, mere 
"beasts of burden", cannot be allowed their freedom, the question couldn't be put more 
directly: which should win out, moral principles or the need to sustain a livelihood? 

Yet, thanks in part to pitch-perfect performances from Paul Anderson and Israel Oyelumade 
as the two men, this never feels like a drama of arid intellectual debate. There are lovely 
flourishes of earthy-surreal humour, too, McGovern envisaging God (John Henshaw) as a 
grumpy white slob, lighting his fag from the flaming trapdoor that leads to hell. 

Set against that, there are some truly harrowing scenes: a slave being whipped until he sinks 
to his knees; another shot defending the honour of his intended bride. 

King Cotton manages to do justice to the terrible evils of the slave trade, without alienating its 
audience with finger-wagging. 

The overriding message of the evening, brought out most beautifully in the choral work, and 
achieved with no great sentimental contrivance, is one of the possibility of solidarity and 
reconciliation between humans locked in a cycle of mistrust.  

How timely. 

� The Lowry until Sat (tickets: 0870 787 5780), then Liverpool Empire from Sept 25 to Sept 
29 (tickets: 0870 606 3536). 
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