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It’s the morning of the Euro 2020 
semi-final between England and 
Denmark. A week has passed 
since fans rushed the stage and 

overturned tables at Dreamland; we 
are still days away from Tyrone Mings’ 
elegant, extraordinary rebuke of the 
home secretary on Twitter. The air 
is electric with the dual, conflicting 
energies of proud patriotism and 
aggressive nationalism that seem to 
arrive pre-packaged alongside every 
involvement of the England men’s 
football team at major tournaments. 

The comedian Mark Thomas, 
speaking via Zoom from his home in 
London, is focused on the positive, 
but recognises the ironies. “What’s 
amazing is the number of people who 
are really rooting for the team – that’s 
brilliant,” he says. “But it’s a weird 
thing that we’ve adopted the British 
national anthem. I think it’s typical of 
the way in which England has co-opted 
things of Britishness and said, ‘They’re 
ours!’ And really Scotland, Wales and 
Northern Ireland are afterthoughts.”

This idea of shifting, fractured 
national identities is the theme of 50 
Things About Us, which finally comes 
to the Theatre Royal Margate on 18 
September, a year and a half after its 
pandemic-triggered postponement. 
Billed as “a show about songs, gongs, 
loot, tradition, wigs, nicking, statues, 
art and identity”, it has evolved in 
lockdown to include observations on 
our hellish last two years. “There’s 
basically a new hour in the show, about 

our response to Covid,” Thomas says. 
“Because it says a lot about who we 
are. Our natural instinct is to look after 
each other. And in a seaside town you 
know this, because you’ve got lifeboats. 
That’s institutional compassion 
coming out of individual effort, and I 
love that.”

A kind of edgy, confrontational 
empathy has defined Thomas’s 
polymathic 35-year career. From the 
discussion-driven skits of Radio 1’s 
The Mary Whitehouse Experience to his 
politician-aggravating Channel 4 series 
The Mark Thomas Comedy Product, 
his fearlessness in calling truth to 
power has cemented his reputation as 
one of the country’s most politically 
productive comedians. Between 2013 
and 2014, he committed 100 Minor 
Acts of Dissent, which included the 
distribution of thousands of stickers in 
train carriages requesting passengers 
not to read the Daily Mail. His 2011 
show Walking the Wall, in which he 
recounted walking the 724km length 
of the Israeli West Bank barrier, 
was shortlisted for the Amnesty 
International Freedom of Expression 

Award. He is an investigative 
journalist, the author of five books and 
four plays, and holds the Guinness 
World Record for holding the most 
protests in 24 hours. In addition to 
50 Things About Us, and another new 
show, Seriously Annoying, he is the 
host of the poignant, riveting six-part 
podcast series Keywords, in which 
he talks to essential workers about 
their experiences of the pandemic. 
“The government moves the pressure 
elsewhere, as long as it’s off the balance 
sheet,” he says in one episode. “But 
then people instinctively plug the 
gaps.”

They are people like the woman 
he calls Elaine, a part-time school 
cleaner and kitchen worker who 
out of her own pocket pays for extra 
bread to make sandwiches for those 
schoolchildren who hate margarine. 
“We talked about how these kids wave 
hello to her in the supermarket – 
there’s a generosity in the way we  
work as human beings which I 
completely love,” he says. “The fact 
that we want to be in communities. 
That’s the interesting thing about the 
false hope that Boris Johnson offers. 
Politically, that’s terrible. What you 
need to offer is a chance for faith. And 
I mean faith in the most secular way 
possible: faith in each other, faith in 
human beings, faith in our ability to 
create something greater than the sum 
of the individual parts.”

As a performer and communicator, 
how has he himself coped with the 
restrictions of lockdown? He turns 
his laptop around to show the kitchen 
balcony where he’s been delivering 
ten minutes of new material daily to 
his neighbours. “I can’t wait to get out 
there and perform!” he says. “What 
I think is lovely about places like 
Margate is that people are really trying 
to make those places work after the 
economic slumps they’ve had. I love 
the theatre there. Seaside towns are 
beautiful – they are amazing places of 
Britishness. Go back and look at all 
those performers who used to do the 
end-of-the-pier stuff. You know – this 
is my roots and culture.”

Writer
Alastair Hagger

MARK  
THOMAS 
Plugging the  
gaps in a  
fractured 
Britain

 Courtesy of Steve Ullathorne

The politically charged 
comedian gives his take on 
community and identity in 
testing times

 
“Our natural 

instinct is to look 
after each other. 
And in a seaside 
town you know 

this”

OPINION


