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Paula Varjack is a theatre-maker, video artist, writer and performer.
Her body of work includes performance, film, monologue,
installation, and participation. She makes work as a way of
amplifying marginalised stories and voices, engaging in a way that
both provokes thought and entertains. Having begun her practice as
a solo artist, her work has become increasingly collaborative, shaped
by the artists who inspire and collaborate with her.
Catriona James is a theatre-maker, mover and actor. Her work is
broad, covering traditional theatre to contemporary dance to online
durational live art. In addition to making her own work, Catriona has
collaborated with companies throughout the UK and abroad,
including National Theatre Wales, Constanza Macras/DorkyPark,
Hannah Rickards Studio, Paula Varjack, Greg Wohead and Jo Fong.
Catriona is based in Cardiff, Wales.
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Luca Rutherford is a writer and performer working in theatre. She is
an Associate Artist of Unfolding Theatre, Northern Stage and ARC
Stockton. Her work is rooted in the autobiographical, expanding out
of specificity into the universal, without being indulgent, exclusive or
boring. Humour is vital to her process and performance. Her current
show in development You Heard Me is an ARC Stockton Production,
co-commissioned by Battersea Arts Centre, Cambridge Junction, The
Albany, Theatre in the Mill, Northern Stage and supported by
Newcastle University. She has a collaborative history working with
Action Transport Theatre, Chris Thorpe, fanSHEN, Maddy Costa, Paula
Varjack, RashDash, Selina Thompson, Unlimited Theatre.

Emily Underwood-Lee: How did you come to be working on
TheBabyQuestion?
Paula Varjack: Four of five years ago, I suddenly had ideas for a
number of shows at the same time, which was new for me because
up until that point I had only ever really had one thing at a time that I
was particularly focused on. One of the ideas that I had was around
the question of whether or not to have a child and how that weighed
on me. It came out of the previous show I’d made, Show me the
Money (2017), which looked at how to survive as an artist. 1 There
was a point at the end of Show me the Money where I opened it up
to the audience and they could ask me any question they wanted for
the time it took me to eat an apple. There were a number of
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questions around whether or not I was going to have a child, so I
think the seed of TheBabyQuestion was in that show. Of the four or
five ideas I had for new works, TheBabyQuestion seemed to have the
most traction because it was relatable and I had a feeling that I had
to do it at this time in my life as the questions around having children
were really live and personal, but it was also the show I’d least
wanted to make out of the four or five I had imagined. Instead, I
decided I was going to make a show about my relationship with
fashion.
While I was in Battersea Arts Centre (BAC) on a residency to make
the show about my relationship with fashion, everyone I spoke to
didn’t seem as sold on the show about fashion as they did on the
show about whether or not I wanted to have children. Because I had
two weeks at BAC, and because I was nervous that they were not
interested in the fashion show that I was there to develop, I thought I
would spend one week working on this show about my relationship
with fashion and I would spend the other week starting to devise
ideas around the show about my relationship to having children. I
always like to create an atmosphere and experiment with ideas
around set and costume before anything else. At the end of the two
weeks at BAC, half of the room was the world of the fashion show,
which became Cult of Kenzo (2018), 2 and had designer dresses and
2
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prints and wild colours and expensive makeup and then the other
half was TheBabyQuestion, with pastel pink dresses (I was obsessed
with idea of pastel pink feeling oppressive), baby dolls and clocks.
There were also drastically different lighting states on either side.
Those first weeks of
making
TheBabyQuestion were
very mixed. I had some
really exciting
discoveries around the
Photo: Paula Varjack

seventies and 1974 and

glam rock, but it was also just too heavy and too painful. On the first
day of rehearsal I had had the coil inserted, so I was literally in pain,
clawing the ground going, ‘Why do I want to make a show about
this? This is a terrible idea’. By the end of the week I thought it was
probably a very good idea for a show but I did not want to make it. I
didn’t know what to do with it.
After the residency at BAC, I was invited to apply for the Oxford
Samuel Beckett award and the main condition is that you have to do
a new project and it has to be outside of the way you normally
work. 3 In my career to that point I had always been a solo maker, but
a solo maker who was interested in using interview material, through
video and sound design to contextualise my experiences so that they
For more information see https://www.barbican.org.uk/our-story/our-programme/theatre-dance/theoxford-samuel-beckett-theatre-trust-award.
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felt universal. And then I thought, there was actually a much easier
(and obvious!) way of me contextualising my story around the baby
question, and that was not being the only person on stage. I thought:
‘Okay, but who would I actually want to work?’, because I hadn’t
collaborated since my masters. I remembered that I had done a
residency with Cat, 4 an R&D of another project and, although I didn’t
actually know her that well, I just really liked her and really enjoyed
working with her. I don’t know if I’d asked Cat about kids, but
somehow in my head I knew that whatever position Cat had would
be an interesting position regardless. Luca and I met at a symposium
called ‘All Tomorrow’s Theatre’ (2016) at Camden People’s Theatre
and I was really drawn to her as a performer. 5 Luca and I had gone
out socially once, although we didn’t know each other very well, but
had had quite a heavy conversation related to all these things about
babies and I knew that Luca had been in a relationship at the time
with someone who desperately wanted to have a baby and that
made her feel pressured. I had been through a whole number of
relationships where I really wanted to have a child and then, for
whatever reason, it didn’t work out. We had three different positions
around the same question, and three very different practices. I was
also interested in the fact that we would create together but we
weren’t a company, as I saw it, we were three solo makers who were
coming together for one project. That was a real interest to me
because I had seen a lot of work in the recent years by solo makers I
knew who were now working collaboratively and I knew I wanted to
do that too.
Catriona James: I did TheBabyQuestion because Paula asked me. I’m
not going to say no to work with somebody I like and who I find
4
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interesting. I do remember that when Paula asked me to do it, I was
a bit surprised because I don’t want kids and it’s never been a
heartache kind of issue for me, so I wasn’t sure what I could bring to
it. It’s been an interesting journey because of that.
Luca Rutherford: I remember the phone conversation that I had with
Paula when she asked me. I remember where I was - I was in my
dad’s back garden. I thought: ‘My God, she’s amazing!’. I had never
had someone go, ‘Hey, I’m thinking about making a project, it might
not happen for like two years but I just want to sow the seed now,
would you be up for doing it’. I was really keen but I also remember
thinking at the time that babies felt so far away. I’d forgotten that
Paula and I had had a conversation about babies. It’s easier now to
look back and see it all makes sense. At my age, this project has been
phenomenal for me. I’ve just turned thirty and it was really
important to frame life and this baby question.
Lena Šimić: It’s interesting to see how the piece developed. The
stories you tell in this piece are very diverse. Are they drawn from
your own experiences or more from the research you did with a
range of women?
Catriona: We interviewed a lot of people and, for me, that was a new
way of working. I had put out surveys for previous shows I’d made,
to see what people think about a topic but, I’d never actually sat
down and talked to people for a show. Fairly early on that was our
6

goal - to talk to as many people as possible, women that do not have
children predominantly. I did end up speaking to a couple of close
male friends as well. The stories were drawn from those interviews
and also from a lot of reading.
Luca: There are a few strands. There is Cat’s personal relationship to
it, Paula’s personal relationship to it and my personal relationship to
it. Then on another level there are all of the stories from people that
we’ve interviewed. There is also the research, which is to do with a
political context and social context.
Catriona: We didn’t want it to be just about us. We wanted it to be a
bit broader than that.
Paula: Maddy [Costa], our dramaturg, had a really good phrase ‘it’s
not an autobiographical show, it’s a cultural show’.
Luca: There’s a timeline that goes through it from 1974. Everything is
pinpointed from what’s happening in the cultural context and then
you get personal bits out of that.
Lena: You started with 1974 because this was when women could
more easily access the contraceptive pill?
Paula: It was a bit more than that. When I had that first week of R&D
on my own, the thing I found really exciting about 1974, and 1975
but I took some licence, was this intersection of rising popularity
around glam rock, the release of the film The Stepford Wives (1975)
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and the pill was available.6 There was this sense of sexual freedom
and gender fluidity, it felt like some sort of tipping point.
Lena: I was born in 1974. Which years were you born?
Paula: I was born in 1978.
Catriona: 1979.
Luca: 1990.
Emily: I was born in 1976. It is interesting that it is outside your own
lifetimes that you start the show.
Paula: We really got into the messaging that was in popular music at
that time and that became a really important frame. Maddy did tons
of work on that and it informs everything that the unseen host is
saying. 7 I was really interested in the music of our birth dates and Cat
and I, being 1978 and 1979, had these really slinky disco numbers.
And then when Luca’s born we got Unchained Melody (1955). 8 You
go from a new form of music at the end of the seventies, which is all
about sexual liberation and freedom, to a song from the fifties about
a long-term relationship in 1990. For me, that was about culture
going back on itself. The conversation has not moved on from 1974

The Stepford Wives (1975). Dir. Bryan Forbes. US: Palamar Pictures.
A voiceover by an ‘unseen host’ is employed to convey information and give instruction and context
throughout TheBabyQuestion.
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very much at all. There was this constant looping back to the
seventies and not being able to move forward.
Emily: And now there is a massive progression in reproductive rights,
for example, in Ireland around ‘Repeal the Eighth’, but also this
regression thinking about the attacks that are happening here and in
the US on women’s reproductive rights. 9 It seems that backwards,
and forwards motion is absolutely live right now as well. You’ve
talked about the show being cultural and it’s obviously political
which leads me to ask about reception. Who was your audience and
who is your intended audience?
Luca: I always find it really funny with audiences. The funding context
from the Arts Council means that you have to be very clear and state
‘This is my audience, they’re this person’. There is an oscillation
between the usefulness of being really specific and then the
necessity of trying to be as open and as inviting as you can be. What
is really curious about this piece is it feels like the one show I’ve been
involved with where you can really say: ‘This is for everyone because
everyone has come from an other person’. But it also very much
feels like it is also a piece for women. It’s a tricky one because often
this baby question involves more than one person. The weight of
‘Repeal the Eighth’ was the campaign to repeal the eighth amendment in Irish law regarding access to
abortion. For more information see Pierson, Claire (2018). ‘Ireland votes to repeal the 8th amendment in
historic abortion referendum – and marks a huge cultural shift’, The Conversation. Available at
https://theconversation.com/ireland-votes-to-repeal-the-8th-amendment-in-historic-abortion-referendumand-marks-a-huge-cultural-shift-97297. Accessed 23 October 2020.
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that question generally is far heavier for women. If you are a woman
and you say you don’t want kids you get a response of ‘What? Are
you okay?’. In my head there is also an angry feminist version of this
show, which is tongue in cheek, where we would get blood on the
stage and shout and scream. There’s something very exclusive about
that. We’re deliberately not being exclusive. It’s women taking up
space, owning the baby question, tearing it apart, rebuilding it back,
being gentle with it, being fierce with it. It’s our space that we are
inviting other women into to feel held. But also men are invited into
this.
Lena: You talked about this idea of having it as a feminist show and
opening it up and allowing the audience to be held with different
stories, at different levels. So how did you build your performance
style or performance aesthetics between you?
Paula: One of the things that was quite complex about the process is
that it ended up being a matriarchal structure. I had some ideas in
my own head and then it was Cat, Luca and me in a studio, figuring
things out together. I came in trying to hold a space and then had a
meltdown on day three and Cat and Luca suggested I didn’t need to
hold the space, they could take on that role as well. Our dramaturg,
Maddy Costa, joined us but on limited time. Maddy came in with her
children because she couldn’t get childcare, so her daughter had an
input too. Her daughter was around twelve at the time. Just having
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children in the room, watching our run throughs, affected me in a
very particular way. I can never imagine any show that I’ve worked
on where it would feel normal to have two small children in the
room. In this show some of the material we were discussing was
really not for kids. We had this really intense three-week period
where we were living together at BAC making the show. Maybe it’s
wrong for me to think about this around gender but I can’t imagine
so many men being together for three weeks, living together, finding
a way to share and flow between roles.
Catriona: I would say it felt collaborative but even in a collaborative
process, there’s a driver and Paula is a very strong driver in terms of
aesthetic. Paula has a very developed sense of aesthetic. At the same
time, coming as a performer, I have a lot of stuff to draw on as well.
But Paula was a driver through the process. The process did become
very collaborative but every collaboration needs a driving force in it.
Paula: I am learning that leading with aesthetic, is very me. When I’m
in the studio I’m effectively making a mood board with things.
Lena: When you started this conversation, you talked about a
fashion show, and I could see this fashion show in TheBabyQuestion
because it was so full of glam.
Emily: There’s the content of the show, the aesthetics but also the
collaborative process. Can we separate those out a bit?
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Luca: In many ways, the aesthetic has been the one core that has
never changed. When the three of us first came into the room, it was
glam rock and Stepford Wives. It’s still glam rock and Stepford Wives
and, I suppose, the plastic, pink, commercial toy doll aesthetic. When
Paula and Cat came to see me and we spent some time together that
aesthetic was the thing that we had and that has definitely come
from Paula. For me, I was like: ‘Oh my God, okay, how do you work
with this?’. But it was so much fun. I think that feels quite symbolic
of the collaborative process. Paula is this goddess of energy, who’s
like: ‘Vroom, I’ve got this idea, do you want to come on board!?’.
Everything’s flowed from there.

Luca Rutherford, Catriona James and Paula Varjack in TheBabyQuestion
Photo: Field & Mcglynn
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Paula: I just want to go back to the audience question. The other
thing that’s been interesting for me about this project is generally
when I make work, I imagine there’s an audience and I hope there’s
an audience and then I try to reach them and sometimes I’ve been
more successful than other times. With TheBabyQuestion it feels,
even when I didn’t even know if I wanted to make this show, there’s
been this real overwhelming response. Even now, in this period of
lockdown, people are asking what’s going to happen with the show.
The audience and venues seem to have always been sitting and
waiting and quite keen on every stage of the process. The topic is
quite expansive actually. It seems to speak most to women who are
around Luca’s age who are deciding and it’s the question, but equally
I’ve had some really interesting exchanges and contact from mothers
who remember when they were considering or weighing it up or
imagining another life that they could have had and so on. It speaks
to people who have stories around fertility as well. Funnily enough,
most of my female friends who said they would be there at the first
work in progress, who didn’t have kids, didn’t come because they
were scared it was going to be too much for them, whereas quite a
lot of my male friends did attend, which kind of surprised me. Part of
it was an ally thing and part of it was curiosity but also they are part
of the conversation too and it’s easy to forget that maybe. It’s not an
angry, feminist show and I think it’s also surprising to people how
much fun it is and how playful it is, because there are points of real
13

intensity and fierceness but there are all loads of dance sequences
and silliness and, for me, that’s important. I’m always interested in
making work that is activating socially relevant conversations but it’s
doing it with play because I just feel like you reach more people if
you do it with play.
Lena: You have had a series of showings, can you tell us more about
that?
Paula: Every single time we shared something we always had
overwhelmingly positive and exciting responses.
Lena: And so will you do it again?
Paula: It is a big creative team. We live in three different cities;
Cardiff, Newcastle and London. Anywhere we go means
accommodation for us
and it means we have to
have a full fee because
you’re not able to do any
other work because
you’re away from home.
That makes it not the
easiest show to book, to
be honest. Covid threw
everything up in the air.
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Initially I started having conversations about booking this time next
year, but it’s really unclear where those are going. I’ve been thinking
about how to re-imagine the show as an online work Conceptually
it’s not actually that much of a stretch. The other thing is, in terms of
the future, it kind of depends on what’s happening with the industry.
I’m having conversations literally almost every other day at the
moment with different venues. I don’t know how that works because
I don’t know if audiences are going to want to go into spaces. I think
the future for TheBabyQuestions looks like, create a digital version
and then simultaneously start having conversations about a future
live version. No one really knows.
Lena: Lisa Baraitser talks about maternal subjectivity and how it gets
interrupted because you’re constantly taking care of the child and so
your train of thoughts is never clear, especially when the children are
very little, but then it’s interesting on a cultural level now that you
are all experiencing this break with this show, this massive
interruption, that has come into all of our lives. 10
Catriona: It’s made me think of a couple of friends of mine who are
either expecting any day now or have just had kids and they’ve felt:
‘My life is no different, everything was going to stop for me anyway’.
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That’s what’s happening and it’s just really interesting, also crazy,
that’s what happens when you have a kid, the rest of your life stops.
Paula: The question around the future of the show has, on one hand,
given me a lot of anxiety because it’s been so many years of my life
trying to make this show happen and not knowing when it’s going to
happen, but then, when I sit outside of that, I’ve been thinking about
the fact that there are a lot of people I know who have to put down
projects because they’re just not relevant anymore. I guess we’re
lucky that it is a subject that is not going to stop being relevant.
Emily: That leads me onto another of our questions. When we were
watching the show, we conceptualise it very much around this idea
that Donna Haraway has of making kin not babies, so you choose
your family connection - it might be biological children but we also
have to think more creatively and more broadly about what makes
family. 11 Would any of you like to speak about that?
Luca: This is a really key part of who this show is for. It is for women
who are childfree and I use childfree politically, instead of childless.
The show isn’t angry but it holds anger and it holds defiance. This is a
show about some women being women that are not batting other
women over the head for being mothers, there’s no batting over the
heads of anyone. It is defiantly taking up a space that is childfree,
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whilst also holding the complexities and the sorrow and the joy and
all the stuff that is to be alive as a human being. There is an audience
of people who are childfree, mostly women who are childfree, either
by choice or not. There’s one woman in particular who I interviewed,
who’s a family friend, who is childfree at sixty-five and when I started
asking her these questions, she said I was the only person in her
entire life who had asked her why she didn’t have children. There’s
something about this show takes up that space, and I think it does it
in quite a unique way. It doesn’t present being childfree as a loss,
which feels defiant and resilient and also joyous. You are choosing
what family to be a part of and make.
Catriona: It was definitely something that struck me as I interviewed
people because queer folk have been doing this for yonks, creating
their own families that are non biological. You’ve got your family of
origin and then there’s the family of choice on top of that. I was
interviewing women who, in many other ways, were totally aligned
with heteronormative ways of being, but were in fact making quite
queer choices, or considering quite queer possibilities. I remember
talking to one particular woman who said: ‘Oh I mean it would be
great if …. I mean I’d like a kid, if I could maybe live in just a house
full of women and we could kind of raise that kid collectively’ and I
thought – that’s a queer commune. I find Donna Haraway’s ways of
thinking, I just started reading her book, really, really interesting.
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That’s what really caught my interest in the project. I align to this
because it’s not just about fighting for female choice but it’s about
dismantling the whole structure that says this is the way you have to
be, and it’s questioning and it all comes back to patriarchy in the end.
Female choice is at the heart of it, isn’t it?
Paula: Really, really early on when it was just the three of us, one of
the points that we really coalesced around was that we did not want
to come across as people who were talking down to mothers or
against mothers and I think that seems so obvious to the three of us.
Just because we don’t have kids, doesn’t mean we’re against women
who do have kids and it’s a totally unhelpful binary. All I’m trying to
do is hold a space for people who connect, for whatever reason, for
literally whatever reason.
Emily: But you do that by posing it as a question. You pose it as a
question, not an answer, which is very important distinction that
creates a space for debate and discussion, rather than a space that is
didactic.
Catriona: For me, I want a show that calls for a world where we
actively support women’s choices. What would that world look like?
Emily: It’s just really sad that that world has to be a dream.
Paula: I have another response about family which, to be honest,
initially just made me well up and I just had to take a second with it.
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There’s something really particular about the power of the group of
women that were involved in this project and how broad their
experiences were around this question and the deliberate ambiguity
of it being a question that can be broken down into so many
different issues. There was such a power around the dynamic of all of
us and our different family structures and the commitment and care
everyone had, it was really like village raising a child. People were
just coming in and out and so on. We have a WhatsApp group and
it’s just been really heart-warming to see all the different threads
that have kept coming through the group, long past the R&D a year
ago now. I think that speaks to something. Maybe part of it is the
interview process, in that the interview process opened up really
personal points for all of us. How we shared also created a very
particular dynamic.
Emily: What remains with you now? Have you changed your thinking
around the baby question through the process of making the show?
Luca: I think the biggest thing around the question is this idea of kin
and this team of incredible women. Working with such amazing
women has shifted something internally that has now rooted itself.
And then around the baby question itself, there was a bit of
improvisation making that I did about like counting down a clock:
‘I’m twenty eight, so okay, I’ll work backwards, so I want to have two
babies, I’ve got to have them at this time, which means I’ve got to
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meet the person that I love at this time, which means, which means,
which means I’m already late, I should have fallen in love by now’
and blah, blah, blah. I did that as a joke but that joke implanted itself
somewhere in my brain and I’d say for the last year and a half, I was
saying to myself: ‘Well Luca, what the fuck are you doing, what about
your timeline, you’ve ruined it’ [laughter]. Thankfully I’ve let go of
that. What TheBabyQuestion has done is made me think about it in a
far more in depth way than I think I would have. Just hearing all of
those stories is a really powerful thing and if anything it’s made me
really clear that I want children but I don’t want them now. What
remains is a lack of naivety around that question. I’ve clocked my
naivety, but I actually haven’t got to the depth of it, that’s where I’m
at with it.
Catriona: I don’t know if it’s the show, or the process itself that’s
changed me but my personal life has changed dramatically since
we’ve started working on the process and so that’s been interesting.
Thinking about the baby question has been an interesting process
because whereas before I knew I didn’t want children, my partner
didn’t want children, it was quite a secure place to be. Now in a new
relationship, we’re deeply meaningful to each other and I’ve been
very clear that I don’t want children and but then it’s that awareness
that my choices have consequence, new consequences in my
personal life that didn’t exist before. There’s an element of security
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that I’ve lost, which I had sort of two or three years ago when we
started thinking about this.
Paula: I think maybe, for me, the biggest impact personally was just
to feel more comfortable claiming and sitting in the ambiguity of my
position, which I also felt was really missing from, and is still mostly
missing from, everything that I read and see on the subject. Being
childfree hasn’t really been about a conscious decision for me, it’s
actually been a series of decisions trying to and then kind of
accepting it hasn’t happened, choosing a life that means it will
probably not happen in terms of me not prioritising or changing or
making changes to make it happen, but that still doesn’t feel the
same as actively saying: ‘This is not what I want’. In the show, my
strand of the story ends with that ambiguity and maybe it is a
question that continues to hover. I feel much more comfortable
about that than I did at the beginning of the process. I already had a
lot of quite unconsciously maternal relationships with students and
people I mentor, but I think what this show made me do is really own
and hold that much more and take more pride in that and find more
strength in that and stand by it.
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