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HARD TIMES

This adaptation was first performed on June 16th 1982 at
the Brewery Arts Centre, Kendal, by Pocket Theatre,
Cumbria, with the following cast:

Gradgrind, Tom, Philip George
Blackpool, Waiter

Bounderby, Sleary, Bitzer, Steve Tomlin
Harthouse, Slackbridge

Louisa, Emma Gordon,
Mrs Blackpool, Mrs Pegler, Madeleine Hateley
Chairwoman

Sissy, Mrs Gradgrind, :
Mrs Sparsit, Rachael, Christine Woodcock
Mary Stokes

The play was directed by Adrian Harris
Designed by Anthony Clement

The first London performance of Hard Times was given
at the Orange Tree Theatre, Richmond, directed by Sam
Waters. The parts were doubled as above, and played by
Frank Moorey, David Timson, Kate Spiro and Caroline
John.

The play is set in Coketown, an industrial town in
Lancashire, in the 1840s.
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CHARACTERS

Mr Gradgrind, proprietor of the model school, later
MP

Sissy Jupe, a stroller’s daughter

Bitzer, a pupil, later light porter at the bank

Louisa, Gradgrind’s daughter

Josiah Bounderby, a self-made man, friend to
Gradgrind

Mrs Gradgrind, Gradgrind’s wife

Mr Sleary, proprietor of Sleary’s Horse-Riding

Emma Gordon, a performer in the above

Mirs Sparsit, keeper of Bounderby’s house

Tom, Gradgrind’s son

Stephen Blackpool, a weaver

Rachael, a weaver

Mrs Blackpool, Stephen’s wife

Mrs Pegler, an old woman from the country

James Harthouse, a young man of means

Slackbridge, a Trade Union delegate

Mary Stokes, a weaver

Chairwoman

Waiter

Hands, wedding guests, station officials, rescuers etc.



INTRODUCTION

This adaptation of Hard Times was commissioned by Pocket Theatre
Cumbria for a company of four. The original production and the subse-
quent revivals called for each actor to portray a number of roles as well as
taking a share of the passages of direct narration. Audiences have generally
enjoyed this approach enormously; in addition to a close encounter with
Dickens’s genius, they have been able to sit back and watch four people
working extremely hard for over three hours, changing costumes and
characters at top speed, delivering lengthy sections of classic prose and
conjuring up the whole range of human emotion. This four-actor version
has been reproduced here, but I must stress that other approaches to the text
are possible and, in many cases will be desirable.

Professional companies who can afford a fifth or sixth actor to spread the
workload would be able to do so without losing the excitement generated by
a small cast. Amateur companies might consider using a company of say,
between eight and twelve, giving each actor a couple of parts and a share of
the narration. This approach would retain the idea of doubling roles
without stretching performers beyond their limits. Schools or larger ama-
teur groups could cast each role individually, perhaps even utilizing a group
of narrators to speak the passages of direct address. Directors of larger scale
productions should also take the opportunities afforded for “crowd” scenes:
the entry of Sleary’s Horse-Riding, the first appearance of the Hands, the
Union Meeting, the rescue from the Old Hell Shaft could all benefit from the
availability of extras

Hard Times is quite a long play. In order to sustain the momentum of the
story, it is necessary to keep the action moving continuously, so designers
should aim for simplicity and speed, only using props and furniture which
can be quickly removed by the actors.

I have tried to be as faithful to Dickens’s novel as possible. Some changes
have been occasioned by the necessity of keeping characters played by the
same actor away from each other. The only major liberty I have taken
occurs in the Union Meeting scene where, in the novel, Stephen Blackpool
refuses to join the Union because of an obscure promise he has made. Most
readers of the novel are baffled by the inadequate explanation Blackpool
gives for his behaviour, and commentators of all persuasions have identified
this moment as the weak link in the narrative’s chain. Blackpool is
temperamentally an outsider in an explosive political situation, so I felt he
should refuse to join the Union because he doesn’t believe in Unions. For
me this alteration transforms the Union Meeting scene into a political
debate and makes Stephen Blackpool’s fate tragic—he is conscious of the
choice he makes, acts upon it and suffers the consequences.

My thanks are due to Adrian Harris who commissioned the play and the
cast who first brought it triumphantly to life; to Sam Waters and the
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company at the Orange Tree who revived it so splendidly, and to my father
Jack Jeffreys who loved Dickens.
Stephen Jeffreys



PRODUCTION NOTE

If a company of four is used the doubling given on page iii is the only
possible casting.

If more actors are available the play could be cast quite differently, but all
the performers should take a roughly’ equal role, those carrying fewer
characters bearing more of the narrative.

Hard Times can be played either with an interval after Scene 19, or with two
intervals—one at the end of Book One and the other at the end of Book
Two.






PROLOGUE

A bare stage
Five minutes or so before the show goes up, the actors come on and chat with
the audience. Then the following is sung to signal the beginning of the play.

(See p. 78 for music)

Solo Good people all, both great and small,
Come listen to my rhymes;
T’1l sing to you a verse or two
Concerning of the times:

All The Cotton Lords of Lancashire
Are plucking up their feathers;
They are a mob, so help me Bob,
Of humbugs altogether.

There never was such hard times seen in England before.
The following is then spoken as a chorus:

Actor 1 Coketown.

Actress 1 A triumph of fact.

Actor 2 Coketown.

Actress 2 A place devoid of fancy.

Actor 1 Coketown.

Actress 1 A town of brick that would have been red if the smoke and ashes
had allowed it.

Actor 2 Coketown.

Actress 2 A town of unnatural red and black like the face of a painted
savage.

Actor 1 A town of machinery and tall chimneys, out of which interminable
serpents of smoke trailed themselves for ever and ever and never got
uncoiled.

Actress 1 A town with a black canal and a river that ran purple with ill-
smelling dye.

Actor 2 Vast piles of buildings full of windows where there was a rattling
and a trembling ali day long ...

Actress 2 And where the piston of the steam-engine worked monotonously
up and down like the head of an elephant in a state of melancholy
madness.

Actor 1 A town inhabited by children all very like one another . ..

Actress 1 Parts of the Coketown machine . ..

Actor 2 Stripped of all fancy . ..

Actress 2 Shaped on the anvil of fact ...

Actor 1 Worked in the furnace of fact ...
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Actress 1 Turned out in that great factory of fact ...
Actor 2 Mr Gradgrind’s model school.
Actress 1 Hard Times by Charles Dickens. Book the First: “Sowing”.

SCENE 1

The Lights come up on a schoolroom. Children are sitting in rows on wooden
benches. Thomas Gradgrind stands, addressing them

Gradgrind Now, what I want is, Facts. Facts alone are wanted in life. Plant
nothing else in your mind and root out everything else. The minds of
reasoning animals must be formed on Facts: nothing else will be of any
service to them. This is the principle on which I bring up my own children,
and this is the principle on which the children in this school will be
brought up. So you will stick to Facts. (Qut front) Thomas Gradgrind, sir.
A man of realities. A man of fact and calculations. A man who proceeds
on the principle that two and two-are four, and nothing over, and who is
not to be talked into allowing for anything over. Thomas Gradgrind, sir,
with a rule and a pair of scales, and the multiplication table always in his
pocket, sir, ready to weigh and measure any parcel of human nature and
tell you exactly what it comes to. It is a mere question of figures, a case of
simple arithmetic. (He points at Sissy) I don’t know that girl. Girl number
twenty. Who is that girl?

Sissy (szanding, curtsying) Sissy Jupe, sir.

Gradgrind Sissy is not a name. Call yourself Cecilia.

Sissy It’s Father as calls me Sissy sir.

Gradgrind Then he has no business to do it. What is your father?

Sissy He belongs to the Horse-Riding if you please, sir.

Gradgrind We don’t want to know anything about that here. Your father
breaks horses doesn’t he?

Sissy If you please, sir, when they can get any to break, they do break
horses in the ring, sir.

Gradgrind Very well then, describe your father as a horsebreaker. He
doctors sick horses I daresay?

Sissy Oh yes, sir.

Gradgrind Very well then, he is a veterinary surgeon, a farrier and a horse-
breaker. Give me your definition of a horse.

Sissy I...er...Idont...

Pause

Gradgrind Girl number twenty unable to define a horse. Girl number
twenty possessed of no facts in reference to one of the commonest of
animals! Some boy’s definition of a horse. Bitzer, yours.

Bitzer stands

Bitzer Quadruped. Graminivorous. Forty teeth, namely twenty-four
grinders, four eye-teeth and twelve incisive. Sheds coat in the spring; in
marshy countries sheds hoofs too. Hoofs hard, but requiring to be shod
with iron. Age known by marks in mouth. Sir. (He knuckles his forehead
and sits down)



Scene 2 3

Gradgrind Now girl number twenty. You know what a horse is.
Sissy sits down

Very well. That’s a horse. Now let me ask you, girls and boys: would you
paper a room with representations of horses?

The class say “‘Yes, sir”, then, seeing Gradgrind's reaction, change to “No,
sir”

Of course, no. Why wouldn’t you?
Dead silence

All right then, I’ll explain to you. Do you ever see horses walking up and
down the sides of rooms in reality—in fact? Do you? Of course not. Why
then, you are not to see anywhere what you don’t see in fact: you are not
to have anywhere what you don’t have in fact. What is called Taste is only
another name for Fact. This is a new principle, a discovery, a great
discovery. Now I'll try you again. Suppose you were going to carpet a
room. Would you use a carpet having representations of flowers upon it?

A general chorus of ““No, sir” apart from Sissy who says ‘‘Yes, sir”’
Girl number twenty.
Sissy stands

You would carpet a room with representations of flowers. Why?
Sissy If you please, sir, I am very fond of flowers.
Gradgrind So you would have people walking over them in heavy boots?
Sissy It wouldn’t hurt them, sir. They would just be pictures of what is
pretty and I fancy
Gradgrind Ay, ay, ay! But you mustn’t fancy. That’s it. You are never to
fancy. Fact, fact, fact. That’s what I want. Fact, fact, fact.

The pupils disperse
The Lights concentrate around Gradgrind

SCENE 2

Gradgrind Mr Gradgrind walked homeward from the school in a state of
considerable satisfaction. It was his school, and he intended it to be a
model. He intended every child in it to be a model—just as the young
Gradgrinds were models. There were two young Gradgrinds, and they
had been lectured at from their tenderest years: coursed like little hares.
To his matter-of-fact home, which was called Stone Lodge, Mr Grad-
grind directed his steps. He had virtually retired from the wholesale
hardware trade before he built Stone Lodge, and was now looking about
for a suitable opportunity of making an arithmetical figure in parliament.
Stone Lodge was situated on a moor within a mile or two of a great
town—Coketown. He had reached the neutral ground upon the outskirts
of the town when his ears were invaded by the sound of music.
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The Company create Sleary’s Horse-Riding Circus, utilizing whatever skills
are available. The effect should be to create as dramatic a contrast as possible
with the schoolroom scene. Perhaps the following speech is interpreted visually

Sleary Roll up, roll up for Thleary’th Horthe-Riding. Inaugurating the
entertainment, Mith Jothephine Thleary will perform her gratheful
equethtrian Tyrolean flower act. Then, in an act that mutht be theen to be
believed, Thignor Jupe will eluthidate the diverting accomplithmenth of
hith highly-trained performing dog, Merrylegth. Thignor Jupe will then
exhibit hith athtounding feat of throwing theventy-five hundredweight in
rapid thuccethion back-handed over hith head, thuth forming a fountain
of tholid iron in mid-air, a feat never before attemped in thith, or any
other country, the performanthe being enlivened by a volley of chathte
Thakethpearian quipth and retorth.

The circus dissolves and is replaced by a group of children, including Louisa.
They are clustered together as if peering through a hole in the circus tent

Gradgrind Thomas Gradgrind took no heed of these trivialities of course,
but passed on as a practical man ought to pass on. But the turning of the
road took him by the back of the booth, and at the back of the booth, a
number of children were congregated in a number of stealthy attitudes,
striving to peep in at the hidden glories of the place. Among them, to his
amazement, whom did he then behold, but his own daughter, Louisa.

Gradgrind comes upon the children
Louisa!!
The other children run away

In the name of wonder, idleness and folly, what do you do here?

Louisa Wanted to see what it was like.

Gradgrind What it was like?

Louisa Yes, Father.

Gradgrind You Louisa, to whom the circle of the sciences is open; you who
may be said to be replete with facts; you who have been trained to
mathematical exactness; you here in this degraded position! [ am amazed!

Louisa I was tired. I have been tired a long time.

Gradgrind Tired? Of what?

Louisa I don’t know of what. Of everything I think.

Gradgrind Say not another word. I will hear no more. What would your
best friends say, Louisa? Do you attach no value to their good opinion?
What would Mr Bounderby say?

Pauyse
What would Mr Bounderby say?
He leads her off
The Lights cross-fade, picking out Actor 1



Scene 3 5
SCENE 3

Actor 1 Who was Mr Bounderby? He was a rich man: banker, merchant,
manufacturer and what not. A big loud man with a stare and a metallic
laugh. A man who was the bully of humility, and as near to being Mr
Gradgrind’s bosom friend as a man perfectly devoid of sentiment could
be to another man perfectly devoid of sentiment. In the formal drawing-
room of Stone Lodge, standing on the hearth rug, warming himself before
the fire, Mr Bounderby delivered some observations to Mrs Gradgrind on
the circumstance of its being his birthday.

Actor 1 instantly becomes Bounderby standing in the plainly furnished
drawing-room of Stone Lodge. Mrs Gradgrind, “a little, thin, white, pink-eyed
bundle of shawls’ is sitting at her needlework

Bounderby I hadn’t a shoe to my foot. As to a stocking, I didn’t know such
a thing by name. I spent the day in a ditch and the night in a pigsty. That’s
the way I spent my tenth birthday. Not that a ditch was new to me, for I
was born in a ditch.

Mrs Gradgrind I do hope it was a dry ditch, Mr Bounderby.

Bounderby No! As wet as a sop. A foot of water in it.

Mrs Gradgrind Enough to give a baby a cold.

Bounderby Cold? I was born with inflammation of the lungs, and of
everything else that was capable of inflammation. For years I was one of
the most miserable little wretches ever seen. How I fought through it I
don’t know. I was determined I suppose. Here I am Mrs Gradgrind,
anyhow, and nobody to thank for being here but myself.

Mrs Gradgrind Well, I only hope that your mother looked after——

Bounderby My mother? Bolted, ma’am.

Mrs Gradgrind Oh.

Bounderby My mother left me to my grandmother, and, according to my
remembrance, she was the wickedest old woman who ever lived. She sold
my one pair of shoes for drink. Why, I have known that grandmother of
mine take her fourteen glasses of liquor in bed before breakfast.

Mrs Gradgrind Dear, dear.

Bounderby She kept a chandler’s shop and kept me in an egg box. As soon
as I was big enough, I ran away. Then I became a young vagabond; and
instead of one old woman knocking me about and starving me, everybody
of all ages knocked me about and starved me. I was a nuisance, an
encumbrance and a pest. But I pulled through. Vagabond, errand-boy,
vagabond, labourer, porter, clerk, chief manager, small partner, Josiah
Bounderby of Coketown. That was my education. Tell Josiah Bounderby
of Coketown of your district schools and your model schools and your
training schools and your whole kettle-of-fish schools; and Josiah Boun-
derby tells you plainly, all right, all correct—he hadn’t such advantages,
the education that made him won’t do for everybody, and you may force
him to swallow boiling fat, but you shall never force him to suppress the
facts of his life.

Gradgrind comes in with Louisa
Gradgrind Ah, Bounderby.
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Bounderby Well, Gradgrind. And what is young Louisa in the dumps
about?
Louisa Father caught me peeping at the circus.

All disapprove mightily

Mrs Gradgrind What can you possibly want to know of circuses? I am sure
you have enough to do as it is. With my head in its present state, 1
couldn’t remember the mere names of half the facts you have to attend to.

Louisa That’s the reason.

Mrs Gradgrind Don’t tell me that’s the reason, because it can be nothing of
the sort. Go and be somethingological directly.

Louisa goes
Mrs Gradgrind subsides

Gradgrind Bounderby, you are always so interested in my young people,
particularly Louisa, that I make no-apology for saying to you that I am
very much vexed by this discovery. I have systematically devoted myself
to the education of the reason of my family. The reason is the only faculty
to which education should be addressed. And yet, Bounderby, it would
appear from the circumstances of today as if something had crept into
Louisa’s mind which has never been intended to be developed, and in
which reason has no part. In what has this vulgar curiosity its rise?

Bounderby Tl tell you what. In idle imagination.

Gradgrind I hope not. I confess however that the misgiving has crossed my
mind on the way home.

Bounderby In idle imagination, Gradgrind, a very bad thing for anybody,
but a cursed bad thing for a girl like Louisa.

Gradgrind In minds that have been practically formed by rule and line from
the cradle upwards, this is so curious, so incomprehensible.

Bounderby Stop a bit. You have one of those strollers’ children in the
school.

Gradgrind Cecilia Jupe by name.

Bounderby Now stop a bit. How did she come there?

Gradgrind She especially applied, here at the house, to be admitted, as not
regularly belonging to our town, and—yes, you are right, Bounderby, you
are right. Louisa would have seen her then—though in Mrs Gradgrind’s
presence of course.

Bounderby Pray, Mrs Gradgrind, what passed?

Mrs Gradgrind Oh my poor health. The girl wanted to come to the school,
and Mr Gradgrind wanted girls to come to the school, and Louisa said
the girl wanted to come and Mr Gradgrind wanted girls to come, and how
was it possible to contradict them when such was the fact.

Intimidated, she scuttles off

Bounderby Now I tell you what, Gradgrind. Turn the girl to the rightabout
and there’s an end to it.

Gradgrind I am much of your opinion. I have the father’s address.

Bounderby Well then, Gradgrind. You know my motto. Do it at once.

Gradgrind If you will excuse me, Bounderby, I will accede to your sugges-
tion and take up the business on the instant.
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Bounderby Do it at once.

Gradgrind I'll walk back to town this moment.

Bounderby If you don’t object to the suggestion, might I perhaps have a
word with your daughter on the subject.

Gradgrind By all means, Bounderby. I’ll have her shown in.

Gradgrind goes
Bounderby warms himself at the fire
Bounderby Circuses!

Louisa comes in

It’s all right now, Louisa. You won’t do such wrong any more. I’ll answer
for it being all over with your father. (He pauses) Well, Louisa? That’s
worth a kiss, isn’t it?

Pause
Louisa You can take one, Mr Bounderby.
Slowly, she walks towards him, turns her cheek to him. He kisses her
Bounderby Always my pet, an’t you Louisa?
She is still. Pause
Goodbye, Louisa.
Bounderby goes
Louisa rubs the spot he has kissed with her handkerchief
The Lights cross-fade to Gradgrind

SCENE 4
A bare stage

Gradgrind To that part of Coketown known as Pod’s End, Mr Gradgrind
walked, attaining at last the dubious refuge of a public house known as
the Pegasus’s Arms, where, according to his best information, Jupe and
her father were numbered among the inhabitants. After calling out for
some time, Mr Gradgrind found himself face to face with a stout man
who seemed not quite sober and not quite drunk.

Sleary comes on. He has ‘“‘one fixed eye and one loose eye’’ and wears a top
hat with a brightly-coloured ribbon tied around it

Sleary Thquire. My name’th Thleary, proprietor of Thieary’th Horthe-
Riding. Your thervant. .

Gradgrind My name is Thomas Gradgrind, proprietor of the model school.
I have come to see Mr Jupe, father to Cecilia.

Sleary Well, Thquire. Thith ith a matter that may prethent some difficulty.
You may or may not be aware (for perhapth you have not been much in
the audienth) that Jupe hath very often mithed hith tip lately.
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Gradgrind Has—what has he missed?

Sleary Mithed his tip, Thquire. Offered at the garterth four timeth latht
night and never thurmounted them. Mithed hith tip at the bannerth too,
and was loothe in his ponging.

Gradgrind Loose in his ponging? I beg your pardon, Mr Sleary, but I am
unable to catch the meaning of all this.

Sleary I mean, Thquire, that he didn’t do what he ought to hath done. He
was thort in hith leapth and bad in hith tumbling.

Gradgrind Ah.

Sleary That, in a general way, ith mithing hith tip.

Gradgrind I see sir. Be that as it may, the sole reason for my presence here is
to deliver a message of some importance to this same Jupe.

Sleary Then my opinion, Thquire, ith that he will never rethieve it. Do you
know much of him?

Gradgrind I never saw the man in my life.

Sleary Then I doubt if you ever will thee him now. He and hith dog are
thuppothed to have morrithed. (He pauses) Gone off.

Gradgrind Do you mean that he has deserted his daughter? This is devilish
good. What were the circumstances of his departure?

Sleary He thent hith daughter out on an errand not an hour ago, to buy a
bottle of nine oilth—thath for hith bruitheth—and hathn’t been theen
thince. Thethilia cannot believe it of him, but he hath cut away and left
her.

Gradgrind Pray, why can she not believe it of him?

Sleary Becauth thothe two were ath one. Becauth they were never ath-
under. Becauth up to thith time, he theemed to dote on her. She ith
thearching the thtreeth for him at thith moment. Poor Thithy! If you
should happen to hath looked in tonight for the purpoth of telling him
that you were going to do her any little thervith, it would be very
fortunate and well-timed.

Gradgrind On the contrary, I came to tell him that her connections made
her not an object for the school. Still, if her father really has left her,
without any connivance on her part, that alters the complexion of things.

During this last, Emma Gordon has come on. She is colourfully but poorly
dressed and behaves with maternal devotion to Sissy

Emma Pardon me, sir, d’you mean you’re going to be able to do something
for our poor Sissy?

Sleary Emma Gordon, Thquire, tight-rope walker.

Gradgrind Thomas Gradgrind, ma’am. Perhaps so. I must put something
directly to her. But here comes the girl now.

Sissy runs on, distraught. She carries a bottle of oil
Sissy Is Father not here? Then he must have gone! He’s left me!
She runs to Emma who comforts her

Sleary Ith an eternal thame, upon my thoul it ith.

Sissy Father! You are gone to try to do me some good, I know. But how
will you be able to live without me?

EmmaHe’ll be back my love. He won’t have forgotten you.
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