Brónagh Diamond harnesses humour and resilience in New Lodge youth theatre project
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Brónagh Diamond, a writer and stand-up comedian hailing from west Belfast, is making commendable strides in the realm of youth theatre, weaving together hope and humour through her engaging work with local teenagers. Her latest project involves collaborating with young people from the New Lodge area to create a play that authentically reflects the essence of their experiences in modern-day Belfast.
Reflecting on her journey, Diamond recalls her time studying drama, during which she was eager to use theatre as a platform for change. This passion was somewhat put on hold as she embraced motherhood, navigating the challenges of early parenthood. Yet, when the opportunity arose to partner with Green Shoot Productions, she eagerly jumped back into her vocation, armed with renewed enthusiasm.
Diamond's recent workshops revealed a vibrant tapestry of voices among the youth, keen to articulate their lived realities. “Let’s be honest. For some, the mere thought of working with teenagers can evoke the same level of trepidation as trying to assemble flat-pack furniture without instructions,” she wrote. Yet, the initial trepidation was swiftly replaced by a warm welcome from a group of young people bursting with energy, wit, and an impressive grasp of societal issues. Their discussions fluctuated between profound topics, such as the impact of living near the peace lines, and humorous exchanges that highlighted their remarkable resilience.
This interplay of seriousness and levity is a hallmark of Northern Irish theatre, which often grapples with its complex legacy while finding ways to convey its narratives through laughter. This approach resonates with the experiences of other youth theatre groups, such as Brassneck Youth Arts. This group has made strides in removing barriers to arts access, recently participating in the National Theatre's Connections programme, which allows performing arts to echo the voices of young actors by spotlighting themes relevant to their lives, including grief and LGBTQIA+ issues.
Diamond's script for the New Lodge production was born out of these candid conversations, capturing the multifaceted identity of Belfast's youth. Central to the narrative is Jamie, a protagonist who embodies the contemporary adolescent experience in a society still healing from its troubled past, as alluded to by the lingering effects of the decades-long civil strife. The complex emotional landscape is familiar ground for contemporary playwrights, with figures like Lisa McGee using humour to address childhood trauma, illustrating how laughter can provide relief even amidst serious themes.
As Diamond explores themes of trauma and resilience in her play, she finds herself buoyed by the laughter and insights of the participating teens. Their ability to mix sharp humour with poignant observations serves as both a coping mechanism and a testament to their creative spirit. This reflects a larger movement within Northern Ireland, where engaged theatre has become a vital tool for reconciliation and healing, allowing different communities to share stories and foster understanding. The impacts of such initiatives resonate through performances that carry the weight of personal and collective histories, reaching audiences both locally and beyond.
Indeed, as Diamond reflects on the resilience and creativity of the young people of Belfast, she sees them not just as victims of their circumstances, but as spirited individuals capable of carving out their own narratives amidst the remnants of their inherited trauma. As the play approaches its debut, set to be performed at The MAC, Diamond's work underscores the transformative power of theatre—not only as a means of artistic expression but as a critical space for young voices to be heard and valued in an ever-evolving societal landscape.
In a world often dominated by challenging narratives, Diamond remains hopeful, asserting that humour and resilience will pave the way for a brighter future for the young people of Belfast. “Even though they may have inherited some trauma, they also have built into them the ability to conquer it,” she notes, linking their ongoing journey with the age-old belief in the healing power of storytelling.
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