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The Evolution of a Murder Story: The Drowning Girls Rise(s) Again
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Beth Graham, Charlie Tomlinson, and Daniela Vlaskalic rise to a big
challenge in The Drowning Girls: they take an early 20th Century British true
crime, refocus the lens from which it has historically been viewed, do not
give short shrift to its horrors, and make their docudrama entertaining
and relevant – at once gripping and humorous, a period piece with
contemporary resonance.
Society is only beginning to acknowledge the compounding injustice of
placing perpetrators of crimes in the spotlight while relegating victims
to bit-player status. From 19th and 20th Century British and American to
late-20th Century Canadian serial killers, the names stay recognizable; the
names of those who suffered at their hands decidedly less so.
A groundbreaking work in Canadian theatre in this regard is Métis
playwright Marie Clements’ The Unnatural and Accidental Women (2000): a
group of Indigenous women found dead in the company of the same man
in Vancouver’s downtown eastside over the course of the previous two
decades or so rises from their graves and exacts justice. In an interview in
Playing the Pacific Province, Clements acknowledges that encountering in a
local newspaper a “huge spread” on the perpetrator with “maybe half a
page of all of his victims” was the catalyst for her play. A similar impetus
seems at play in The Drowning Girls.

Narratives around the “Brides in the Bath” murders – the killings of three
newly married women by their serial bigamist groom – have been male
centred. For example, the husband’s waxwork likeness was exhibited at
Madame Tussaud’s Chamber of Horrors, and the protagonists of fiction
by William Trevor and Anthony Burgess (among others) take his deeds
as inspiration for their crimes. The case has also remained well-known
because of two men who helped solve it: a famous detective fiction writer
and an eminent pathologist.
Graham, Tomlinson, and Vlaskalic turn traditional narratives on their
heads by reviving the three women – Bessie, Alice, and Margaret – as
the stars of their show and relegating the husband to a few lines – spoken
by one of his victims. The central question becomes not “Who dun it?”
or even “Why and how did he do it?” but “How did these women get
deceived by this con artist?” In order to answer that question, of course, the
audience needs to get to know the three as individuals.
The characters re-enact their respective relationships with their husband,
render the conventions of their British Edwardian society, particularize
the gruesome details of their demises, and relate the subsequent trial and
conviction. Importantly, this is all done through the prisms of dark wit and
irony. As audience members, we are likely to shift between the comfort
afforded by the humour and the spatial and temporal distance and a more
complicated empathy, or even identification, as we recognize that things
have changed a great deal, but then they haven’t.
The Drowning Girls rose from humble beginnings at the Edmonton Fringe
to enjoy productions in theatres across North America – a testament to its
creators’ ability to envision the power of a narrative creatively refocused
and spiritedly retold.
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