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When you have nothing - you have nothing to lose.

One mistress. Two maids. One murder.

In Zimbabwe vast numbers of the population work as domestic servants. Not all of them are happy.
 
The Relationship between mistress and servant is unequal, unstable and frequently volatile. Mistress is 
both mother and tyrant; Servant both sycophant and traitor. In this contract of inequality where do the 
boundaries lie and how can they be preserved? How long can the lies go on?

In May 2014 The British Council, with Giles Ramsay and Developing Artists, are to stage Jean Genet's 
The Maids. This shocking parable of power, corruption and murder will be presented at The Harare 
International Festival of the Arts with two local male actors playing the Maids and international 
Zimbabwean actress Chipo Chung playing Madame

Jean Genet’s The Maids caused a scandal when it opened in Paris in 1947 for its stark portrayal of 
seething working class discontent. This dark and brooding play depicts two sisters, servants in an upper-
class Parisian home, who nightly engage in a secret ceremony of revenge while their mistress is away. The 
story follows the sisters as they weave through past and present, fiction and fantasy, truth and lies, and 
finally, detection and escape. For Solange and Claire, the ritual becomes reality as they face the ultimate 
challenge of despair, jealousy, hatred, and sisterly love.

The Story is based on true events. In 1933, in the small town of Le Mans, France, two maids, Christine 
and Lea Papin, brutally murdered their mistress and her daughter with a pewter jug, a hammer and a 
carving knife. It is the only recorded case in modern criminal history in which the victim’s eyes were torn 
from the skull with nothing but the murderer’s bare hands. After the crime, the two sisters were found 
upstairs, naked in bed together.

The Maids is the story of two outcasts struggling to overcome their servile, sub-human identity in a 
world that refuses to acknowledge them otherwise.

Giles Ramsay will direct the production working with local actors and artists at a grass roots level to 
create a genuinely collaborative production combining Western and Zimbabwean theatre skills.



“This project will expand the creative and practical horizons of all the artists involved. Such a creative 
hybrid will encourage both communities to reconsider their perceptions about national reputations, race, 
politics and the global culture in which we live” said Giles Ramsay.

Manuel Bagorro, the Director of The Harare International Festival of the Arts, said:
 “It is vital at this time that Zimbabwe retains creative connection with the rest of the world. The work of 
Developing Artists is essential in maintaining this connection. The challenge of staging The Maids is one that 
has really gripped people’s imagination”.

Sir Derek Jacobi, who is a patron of Developing Artists, said: “In Zimbabwe the arts have a vital role 
to challenge pre-conceptions and to celebrate human compassion and optimism in a country where the 
struggle simply to survive makes these qualities all too easy to subvert”.

NOTES TO EDITORS:

Developing Artists – (www.developingartists.org.uk) is a registered charity committed to 
promoting learning through doing. Founded by Giles Ramsay (www.gilesramsay.co.uk) Developing 
Artists establishes a number of apprenticeships each year which allow talented artists the opportunity to 
hone their craft by working alongside their professional counterparts in the U.K. and the U.S.A. Developing 
Artists identifies, supports and promotes artists and partner organizations across the world whilst also 
creating opportunities for them to produce original work and perform nationally and internationally. 
Developing Artists  enables individuals to acquire the skills to earn an income from their work and to 
support their own projects over the long term. They are encouraged to share what they have learned 
within their local communities thereby acting as catalysts for wider change. 

HIFA – Harare International Festival of the Arts (www.hifa.co.zw) Founded in 1999 
HIFA is an annual multi-cultural celebration of the best of Zimbabwean arts and culture whilst also 
facilitating collaborative projects with regional and international artists and performers.The Festival holds 
training programmes for school leavers, street youths and has a comprehensive outreach programme. It 
works closely with Zimbabwean schools and orphanages encouraging the development of leadership, 
administrative and management skills for young Zimbabweans. HIFA's media profile and the 
professionalism of the Festival’s organisation and quality of the shows, engages a widely mixed audience 
that would not normally attend performances or exhibitions.
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