
For more features, news, analysis and comment, visit www.thetablet.co.uk 28 MAY 2022  |  THE TABLET  |  21

•  DIGITAL ARTS •

ARTS
THE BIRTH OF CHRISTIANITY, Arte documentary • THE RENAISSANCE, art history podcast 

THE BBC SYMPHONY ORCHESTRA AT 90, anniversary concert • All links at WWW.TINYURL.COM/TABLETDIGITALARTS

I COULD GIVE Job a run for his money, 
Mina Smallman jokes; though grief 
hangs on those words, not laughter. If 
there’s humour in what she says, it’s the 

humour you find in Job, night-black, acid, born 
from bone-deep pain. Because Smallman’s 
seen a lot of that. Her two daughters – Nicole 
Smallman and Bibaa Henry – were both 
 murdered on 7 June 2020.   

A few weeks later it emerged that two 
Metropolitan Police officers guarding the 
place they were found distributed photos of 
their bodies to dozens of other officers. Already 
living with chronic disability, in the months 
that followed Mina Smallman felt she was 
falling apart. To tell you the truth, she says, 
I wanted to be with them. I wanted to go. 

Three things saved her: Christopher, her 
husband; her Christian faith (she is a retired 
Anglican priest); and her passion for justice.  
She sees Nicole and Bibaa’s deaths, and what 
followed, as tangled up with prejudice and 
hate: hatred of women, hatred of people of 
colour, hatred of those who live in the wrong 
area, come from the wrong background. She 
was there in court when her daughter’s killer 
was convicted, and she was there when the 
two officers who took pictures were sent to 
jail. She went on television and radio across 
the country to sound alarm after alarm; on 
male violence, on racism, on the paucity of 
mental health services, on the  corruption that 
festers in parts of the Met. 

Now she’s made a documentary. Two 
Daughters (BBC2, 29 May) tracks Mina and 
Christopher’s journey from the first agonising 
days after Nicole and Bibaa went missing, 
through the horror of discovery, the shock of 
betrayal by the police force they relied upon 
to bring them justice, and the long, harrowing 
months of mourning. The unbearable pain 
of parents who have to bury their child; the 
pain of knowing their loved one died violently; 
the ache and torment of death that is not 
only untimely, but also unjust. Mina 
Smallman suffered all these things at once. 
And twice over. 

 
IT’S NOT surprising the experience shattered 
her – and at her insistence, the documentary 
shows that shattering in close, sometimes 
uncomfortable detail. What’s extraordinary, 
in simply human terms, is how that shattering 
wasn’t the end. Two Daughters is honest, fine-
grained, human.   

A grief observed
Anglican priest Mina Smallman’s documentary, about the devastating loss she suffered when  

two of her daughters were murdered, makes for searing viewing. By Madoc Cairns

That owes a lot to Smallman, who brought 
less-discussed topics into her media appear-
ances following the murders: issues like 
forgiveness and faith. She was the first black 
woman archdeacon in the history of the 
Church of England when appointed in 2013. 
In person and in the documentary, she talks 
about God eloquently, unprompted. The death 
of her children didn’t destroy her faith, she 
tells the audience after the preview screening 
of Two Daughters, but it tested her. “I felt like 
Job,” she says – but she’s careful to explain 
Job’s story to people who might be unfamiliar 
with it – “everything is taken away from him, 
but he keeps praising God.” She didn’t turn 
to faith; she’s fluent in it, unselfconscious in 
explaining the role God plays in her life. I’ve 
never really had a problem with God’s absence, 
she tells the audience. She’s felt his presence. 
“I’ve seen his footsteps very clearly.” 

When someone suggested that she take 
part in a documentary about her experiences, 
she told them she had one condition. It had 
to be Stacey Dooley. A bit of a reach, the pro-
duction company warned her – the 
campaigning journalist and presenter would 
likely be booked out. Dooley got back to the 
email within 15 minutes. She said yes almost 

immediately. Christopher, Mina’s husband, 
doesn’t have her deep, grounding faith – some-
thing sensitively explored in Two Daughters 
– but even he knows, Smallman says with a 
smile, “there’s no such thing as coincidence”. 

 
BELIEF HELPS us make sense where there 
isn’t any; makes order out of chaos, brings 
life out of death. It can work in darker ways, 
too. Nicole and Bibaa’s murderer, 19-year-
old Danyal Hussein, killed out of a belief that 
if he provided sufficient female “sacrifices”, a 
demon would enable him to win the lottery. 
“When I heard that,” Smallman said, “I knew 
I was on my territory.” When, during the trial, 
Hussein smiled at Smallman, hoping, she 
thinks, to intimidate her, she winked back. “I 
had to let him know,” she said, “that he hadn’t 
destroyed me.” Hussein was found guilty in 
October 2021, and sentenced to 35 years.   

Smallman says she’s forgiven him. “When 
we hold hatred for someone, it is not only 
them that is being held captive,” she says. “It’s 
you.” Hussein had been flagged by teachers 
as having been radicalised by the far right 
when he was still at school. Prevent, the 
counter-terror office he was reported to, took 
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Stacey Dooley, left, 
and Mina Smallman at 
Canterbury Cathedral
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THE EXTREMITIES of Greek drama – 
matricide, patricide, infanticide, can-
nibalism, incest – are easily seen as 
ancient social failures that preceded 

our civilisation. However, current near-
 existential convulsions of democracy, 
economics and justice in the West have given 
the savage, cursed, perverted situations of the 
earliest tragedies an alarming topicality.  

Novels such as Colm Tóibín’s House of 
Names and Pat Barker’s The Silence of The 
Girls, and plays including Kae Tempest’s 
Paradise and Aleshea Harris’ Is God Is locate  
Clytemnestras, Orestes and Medeas around 
us now. 

Similarly, Beth Steel’s The House of Shades 
translates the inherited terrors and tragedies 
of The House of Atreus to a Nottinghamshire 
working-class family revisited in 1965, ’79, 
’85, ’96 and 2019. Each date is politically 
freighted – the restoration of Labour by 
Harold Wilson; Thatcher’s first victory; the 
first anniversary of the miners’ strike (the 
subject of Steel’s excellent earlier play 
Wonderland); the brink of the Blair decade; 
and Boris Johnson’s “get Brexit done” election. 
The sides some Websters take over these polit-
ical landmarks ignite fiery dialogue with 
relatives. 

The play begins with the chillingly detailed 
washing of a dead body on a kitchen table, 
once a commonplace in poorer communities. 
This sets the tone for a show in which, bleakly 
and Greekly, corpses pile up. Clan matriarch 
Constance Webster (Anne-Marie Duff), who 
wanted to be a nightclub singer but has been 
crushed by domestic drudgery, has more or 
less held the family together but at a cost to 

her own mental and physical constancy, due 
to a very Euripidean crime she once commit-
ted, and another hidden family secret known 
only to her. During the adept teasing and 
revealing of these backstories, Constance 
repeatedly chafes against her stolid shop stew-
ard husband Alistair (Stuart McQuarrie), and 
children Agnes (Kelly Gough) and Jack 
(Michael Grady-Hall), who are often as 
shocked as Orestes or Oedipus to discover 
the truth of the past. 

Blanche McIntyre’s staging brings off with 
pace and panache the difficult feat of coalesc-
ing social realism with Greek interludes in 
which the dead remain lively participants. 
The cast also move easily between naturalist 
and supernatural scenes. Duff negotiates the 
operatic emotional range demanded of 
Constance and the actual musical notes 
required in fantasy song sequences. 
McQuarrie improbably makes Alistair’s defin-
ing dullness thrilling to watch.  

Whereas the Greek dramatists were depict-
ing the consequences of rejecting or being 
abandoned by the gods, Steel seems clear that 
the tragedy of the House of Webster is to have 
been courted then jilted by successive 
 governments and councils.  

While all involved will understandably have 
been frustrated by the long pandemic delay 
to a play originally scheduled at the Almeida 
for 2020, distance adds power. Two years ago, 
the drama’s implied scepticism and regret 
about a traditional Labour area’s embrace of 
Toryism might have been dismissed as lefty 
sour grapes and Remainer resentment. Now, 
with Brexit clearly remaining undone (omin -
ous consequences in Northern Ireland) and 
Johnson’s blue repainting of the “red wall” 
looking ever more flaky, the faith of some 
Webster family members in an opportunist 
populist has the feel of another tragedy for 
the cursed clan. The scenes set during earlier 
recessions also gain extra resonance from the 
cost of living crisis. In every sense, The House 
of Shades was worth waiting for.
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Bleak and Greek 
Terrors and tragedies of classical 
drama more resonant than ever 
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no action. “I’ve been let down a lot in my life,” 
Smallman says. “I was let down by my school 
when I was a teacher. I was let down by the 
Church when I was a priest. I’m used to it.” 
Individual tragedies, individual outrages, 
highlight far bigger injustices. It’s systemic, 
she says. “It needs systemic change.”   

It’s a phrase she uses a lot, especially about 
the Metropolitan Police. She has to. Photos 
of her daughters’ bodies were shared with 
dozens of serving officers. Smallman’s pain 
at losing her children was compounded by 
later revelations that, during the lacklustre 
police search for Bibaa and Nicole, one call 
operator referred to them as suspects. An 
inquiry apologised for official failings – but 
denied race played a role in those mistakes. 
Smallman doesn’t believe it. Why would you 
call someone a suspect, she asks, when no 
one had reported a crime? 

Her suspicions have been vindicated in the 
years since. The Met has staggered from scan-
dal to scandal – racism, misogyny, corruption 
– in a crisis that shows few signs of letting 
up. Since Two Daughters was made, Cressida 
Dick, Met Police commissioner, has resigned 
after a string of scandals made her position 
untenable. Smallman doesn’t take pleasure 
in having been proved right. The Met has 
clearly, she tells the preview audience, become 
“a haven for thugs”. It’s not a problem of indi-
viduals, she says – we had a gay woman in 
charge and it didn’t change things – there are 
good officers along with the bad. It’s  systemic.  

 
RACISM ISN’T the focus of Two Daughters. 
The documentary centres itself in the lives of 
the victims, their family and friends, itself a 
snapshot of the multiracial reality of modern 
London; Christopher is white, and his daugh-
ter, Nicole, was mixed-race (Bibaa, 20 years 
Nicole’s senior, was from a previous relation-
ship of Mina’s). But you can sense the weight 
of racism everywhere in the documentary, 
pressing down invisibly on people already 
overburdened with pain and sorrow. You can 
sense it in person with Mina Smallman too, 
who stresses again and again that she wants 
to speak to individuals, doesn’t want to stereo-
type and assume, whether it’s about police 
officers, or white people, or men. That some-
thing so obvious needs saying and resaying 
is a condemnation in itself. 

Two Daughters is not about recovery. It has 
moments of resolution – the two trials, a 
memorial service, a tree planting – but it 
resists easy catharsis. Nicole and Bibaa’s 
absence is stitched through the documentary 
like invisible thread; a remembrance and a 
reminder. The love is real, but the loss is per-
manent; there’s justice, but, in this life anyway, 
no resurrection. It’s an honesty that can be 
uncomfortable, even difficult to watch. It also 
seems the only way to honour the power and 
the gravity of Mina Smallman’s grief. She 
doesn’t stop being shattered; she doesn’t stop. 
Looking at how much we still need to change 
the world we live in – that her daughters died 
in – neither should we.
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Ghosts from the past: Anne-Marie Duff, left, 
and Carol Macready at the Almeida
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