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Theatre Review
‘Triumphantly thought-provoking about its hyper-local history, Housemates is really something special.’ Stated a review of Housemates on TheReviewersHub (Steer, 2023)
‘Housemates’ is a new play by Tim Green and directed by Joe Murpy and Ben Pettitt-Wade. It is a collaborative project between Hijinx Theatre and Sherman Theatre that brings light into neurodivergent care. This story is local to Cardiff and made a global imprint on the laws regarding neurodivergent treatment, based in the 1970s, Jim Mansell, played by Peter Mooney, is a university student who applies to help take residents of Ely Hospital out, Alan Duncan played by Gareth John is one of the residents and throughout the story, Jim builds a relationship with him and the other residents and the journey of these characters and how they came to eradicating the law.
Hijinx Theatre, established in Cardiff, has advocated for inclusion and disabilities in theatre for years, creating films and on-stage shows as an advocacy for people with disabilities and who are neurodiverse. Through its professional ensemble, Hijinx Actors, the company actively trains and employs disabled performers, breaking barriers in an industry where authentic representation is often lacking (Hijinx Theatre, 2025). Another example of a show they have produced would be ‘Meet Fred’; a play based around a puppet who wants to be ‘normal’ and is a deeply layered show, exploring a character with a disability and how many things affect their lives. A lot of the actors in ‘Housemates’ previously performed in this, including Gareth Thomas and Lindsay Spellman. 
I watched this in the Sherman Theatre, for the number of audience members, the preparation could have been better in the main lobby, even waiting in line, with no clear line set, people were cutting in or standing around the area despite not waiting to go in. Also, trying to get to the line was a challenge as the bar queues took up the entire central area of the lobby. Although, despite the struggles to get in we managed to get in there on time. We were introduced to a ‘pre-show gig’ immersing us with 1970s pop songs sung and played by the cast. We were introduced to the small ensemble of the cast and one of the main characters, Sally played by Natasha Cottraill. This pre-show performance set the stage for the audience, it was captivating and introduced the ‘band’ mentioned throughout. The set was messy but, in the way, where it shone true colours of what it was like in the Hospital, the set was desaturated and muted and that gave the sense of the feeling throughout the play, although comedic, there is truth and a very sad truth unfolding and the set designer Carl Davies, put all the emotions conveyed throughout into the set and sticks to the sense of the area and time zone.
Throughout, music was played live by said band. I found that the decision to include live music as the storytelling device aligns with Hijinx Theatre’s commitment to sensory engagement and accessibility.
The story follows Jim Mansell, this is something a lot of critiques and I found to be something that could have been changed, seeing as though the entire play is based on listening to the voices of the neurodivergent, it seemed to work better if they created a balanced perspective alternating between Alan’s and Jim’s perspectives. This critique is also stated by Ciaran Fitzgerald, who stated, ‘But if this is a story about the winning of human rights for disabled people, surely the disabled voices in the piece should be authoring it?’ (Fitzgerald, 2023) 
Another negative side would be how loud the instruments were and how there was no sign-language interpreter, as a play that is spreading light on the topic of neurodiversity, it was very disappointing how in the performance I watched, the music was overbearingly loud and considering people might have sensory issues or generally have issues with loud noises, despite this there is reasonable adjustments that are only included on the website and aren’t made clear in person, online they state ‘there are ear defenders provided if needed’ and other alterations that would be made ‘noise and movement is allowed in the auditorium’ and ‘ a chill-out zone is available’ (Sherman Theatre). In the performance I attended there was no BSL interpreter, although it seems that the BSL interpreter, Tony Evans, wasn’t available on the specific date as mentioned on the website. In the future, I believe they should make this more advertised in person by mentioning it pre-show or have one of the ushers or ticket staff make it clear these accommodations are available. 
On the positive side, the narrative’s strengths are that it combines education with being engaging. The historical side of it and the accuracy of the history is something I thought to be very well thought out. In Jim Mansell’s obituary (Brindle, 2017) delving into his achievements and story, everything to even the small details were portrayed very well in the play. By this story being advertised on stage, it honours their legacy and the history but also creates discussions about further and current societal issues regarding disability rights. To add, it sparks the conversation of people with disabilities in acting and how they have been disregarded in terms of acting and how it’s a large issue within the industry, In Disability in Film and Literature by Nicole Markotić, it examines how media representations often perpetuate an "ableist" ideology, portraying disabled individuals as abnormal or problematic.(Markotić, 2016) In contrast, Housemates offers a refreshing opposition to these portrayals and emphasizes the humanity and realism of these lives. This aligns with Markotić's view about reconsidering "normal" and "abnormal" bodies in storytelling, promoting a more inclusive and authentic representation.
To conclude, Housemates blends music, history and inclusion into an experience that is entertaining and educational. The message spreads far beyond theatre and is a reminder of advocacy and a fight for societal change. Despite whether someone is familiar with the history of neurodivergent care or this would be their first time encountering it, it leaves a heavy mark proving that theatre is a powerful outlet for change and representation and hopefully it sparks more of these productions to get produced in the future.
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