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The Hairy Ape 
Synopsis      

 

The Hairy Ape is set in the 1920’s, on board an ocean liner and in New York City.  

It opens in the stokers’ quarters onboard the liner.   

 

The men are enjoying some downtime aware from their back-breaking work in 

the stoke-hole, drinking and swapping stories.  When one begins a song about 

his home and the girl who waits for him, another stoker, Yank, cynically cuts him 

off, telling him that all women are tarts and that the ship is his home –             

he ran away from his own home as soon as he was old enough to do so.  

A Cockney stoker, Long, attempts to fire up 

the men, railing against their working 

conditions.  Yank treats him with contempt, 

arguing that stoking is a man’s job.        

The stokers make the ship run and their 

resilience and physical strength raises 

them above the passengers and crew.   

This is the place where Yank belongs.    

“No stiffs need apply”. 
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An older stoker, Paddy, rhapsodises 

about his days working on the old 

sailing ships.  Yank rubbishes his 

romanticism and tells Paddy he’s too old 

for the work.  The steam is Yank’s food, 

he has become the steel that runs the 

ship. 

The story moves from the stokers’ 

quarters to the deck of the ship.   

A young woman, Mildred Douglas,        

is travelling to London, chaperoned by 

her aunt.  She is the daughter of the 

president of Douglas Steel, who is also chairman of the board of the shipping 

line.  Mildred has pretensions to social work.  Her aunt disparages her desire to 

see how the other half lives by ‘slumming’ on New York’s East Side.  

Mildred tells her that she has used her 

father’s name to intimidate the ship’s officers 

into allowing her down to the stokehole to 

view the stokers.  The Second Engineer 

arrives to conduct her down and suggests she 

might change from her white dress into 

something more suitable.  She refuses. 

They go downstairs, followed by the aunt’s 

screams that Mildred is nothing but a poser. 

Down in the stokehole, Yank and his fellow-

stokers are working in the heat of the 

furnace, shovelling coal.  Yank spurs them on 

with rhythmic shouts.  While the others fall 

exhausted by the wayside he works on like a 

machine. 

The men are allowed only the briefest of 

rests, called back to work by the dictatorial 

blast of horns.  Yank turns to harangue the 

unseen engineers just as Mildred is shown into the stokehole.   
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Alerted by his fellow-stokers’ stares, he whips round, almost hitting out at her 

with his shovel.  Mildred is appalled and disgusted by the sight of him, and calls 

him a filthy beast.  In a state of near-collapse she is helped out by the Second 

Engineer, leaving Yank stunned.  

Later, in the shower room, Yank is still dejected by Mildred’s treatment of him.  

He refuses to wash as the others are doing.  Paddy tells him that Mildred looked 

at him as if he were nothing but a hairy ape.  Yank is stung, and transforms his 

pain into a towering rage and a determination to destroy her and everything she 

stands for.   

When the ship docks back in New York he and Long venture out to Fifth Avenue.  

Yank realises he is out of his depth, in a place where he doesn’t belong.  He talks 

about his hard upbringing with drunken and abusive parents and tells Long that 

the clean, quiet surroundings give him a pain.  Long tries to awaken his class 

consciousness, telling him that change can only take place through peaceful 

means, but Yank is still bent on destruction. 

He encounters some of the well-to do 

people of the city, a faceless parade of 

masked men and women. He rages at 

them, trying to impress on them how vital 

he is to their lives, boasting that he is in 

the steel that makes their world run, but 

his words and even his blows have no 

impact on them.  They summon the police 

and he is beaten and imprisoned. 

In prison he meets a fellow prisoner who 

shows him a newspaper that gives a 

critique of an organisation that is 

attempting to rally the working men to 

protest about their conditions.   

On his release, Yank seeks out the 

organisation. He misunderstands their 

non-violent intentions and offers himself 

up as a saboteur, changing conditions 

through dynamite rather than words.  

Their peace-loving pretentions dissolve 

and they drive him out, beating him up 

and leaving him in the street. 
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Yank is left to wander alone, buffeted by passers-by and ignored by the drunks 

and partygoers who frequent the city at night.  He meets a policeman, who 

treats him with instinctive violence.    

Yank makes his way up to the 

zoo, determined to look at the 

gorilla kept there.   

He admires the gorilla’s 

physical power, telling it that 

even though it is at the bottom 

of the heap, at least it belongs 

somewhere.  He belongs 

nowhere.  He recognises how  

inarticulate he is and the effort 

thinking takes him. He feels    

a sense of brotherhood with 

the animal. 

 

Yank decides to release the gorilla, a final display of rebellion against those who 

control his world, and the play moves towards its end. 

 

A note about the captions 

Yank speaks in a strong Brooklyn accent.  His ‘th’ becomes ‘d’ so ‘the’, ‘these’, 

‘they’ become ‘de’, ‘dese’, ‘dey’.  

He also changes the sound ‘er’ as in ‘her’ to ‘oi’ as in ‘choice’.  Thus, ‘skirt’ -    

a disparaging tem for a woman – becomes ‘skoit’, ‘dirt’ becomes ‘doit’, and so 

on.  The captions will follow this convention, which is used in O’Neill’s playscript 

to underline Yank’s isolation. 

 

Cast and production credits 

Yank is played by Bertie Carvel  

His fellow stokers Paddy and Long are played by Steffan Rhodri and Callum 

Dixon  

Mildred is played by Rosie Sheehy and her Aunt by Buffy Davis 

The Second Engineer is played by Nicholas Karimi and the secretary of the 

Workers’ association by Adam Burton 

The ensemble are Christopher Akrill, Charlie Cameron, Okorie Chukwu, 

Phil Hill, Elan James, Ben Lee, Oliver Llewellyn-Jenkins and Luke Murphy  
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Director:  Richard Jones 

Designer:  Stewart Laing 

Choreography:  Aletta Collins  

Lighting: Mimi Jordan Sherin  

Sound: Sarah Angliss 

 

 

Our next captioned performance is Dr Seuss’s The Lorax. 

Inspired by Dr. Seuss’s classic tale, The Lorax tells of a moustachioed and 

cantankerous critter who’s on a mission to protect the earth from the greedy, 

tree-chopping, Thneed-knitting businessman known only as The Once-ler. 

Adapted by David Greig and brought to the stage by acclaimed director Max 

Webster, The Lorax blends theatrical invention, songs and zany humour in a 

timely and vibrant Christmas show with a message for grandparents, parents 

and children alike. 

 

The Lorax will be captioned on Thursday 17 December at 7.00 pm 

 

 


