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Theatre Alibi’s Style of Work
Why tell stories?

We think humans need to tell stories. More than that, we think this need to tell stories is part of
what makes us human, part of the unique intelligence that makes us different from other animals.
Telling stories, listening to them, watching them, talking about them, thinking about them.
Without necessarily realising it, we’re processing our experience in a very sophisticated way when
we’re doing these things. When we imagine a story we rehearse our own urges and inclinations in
hypothetical scenarios, like children unconsciously practising how to behave by playing games.
By “playing out” stories, we expand our sense of who we are and what choices we have in facing
the challenges of our lives.

If we’re constantly using stories to get an angle on a chaotic world, then as the world changes, so
must our angle. Theatre Alibi is always searching for the right stories to tell and the right way to
tell them to question the world as it currently stands.

The way we’ve chosen to tell stories is through theatre. The immediacy of it appeals to us. 
In theatre the actor is present in the same room with the audience. As a result, and this is
absolutely unique to theatre, a split reality is presented to the audience in which the actor is both
himself, here and now, and someone else in another time and place, a character in a fictional
world. When we approach our work, we try to take advantage of this split reality. We often begin
shows with the actors talking directly to the audience, beginning to tell a story and then slipping
from describing a character into becoming them. So unlike many theatre companies we usually
choose to reveal to our audience the moment when the actor takes on their role. 

Because reality and fiction are a hair’s breadth apart in theatre, it encourages the sense that fiction
belongs to reality. Fiction isn’t some sort of theme park where things happen that don’t relate to
reality - it’s a gift we have to perceive the richness of real experience. And because theatre admits
“play” into the heart of real life it might, in some small way, refresh the playfulness of our lives.   

In keeping with these thoughts, here are some of the ways we choose to work:

■ We reveal transformations: actors leap from being themselves to being a character (or several)
and back again before the eyes of the audience. Simple props and set are taken up by the
actors and used to suggest places and things that weren’t there before (a duvet becomes a
field of snow, a walking stick becomes
the handlebars of a motorbike).

■ We develop our actors’ resources to
help them suggest other characters,
things and places: their voices, dance
skills, puppetry skills etc.

■ We incorporate other artforms into our
theatre to make it more effective at
whisking people from the “here and
now” to the realm of the imagination:
music, sculpture, photography, film etc. The Motorbike Ride

From left: Cerianne Roberts, Malcolm Hamilton, Jordan Whyte, Derek Frood & Michael Wagg
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A Note by Adaptor Daniel Jamieson
Sadly, Dick King-Smith died not that long ago, but he was still alive when Theatre Alibi was
preparing its first production of The Crowstarver in 2005, and the director of the show, Nikki
Sved, and I were lucky enough to meet him at his cottage in rural Somerset. In person he seemed
very warm, funny and plain-speaking but not in the least sentimental. And yet the book reveals
him to be a deeply emotional man, passionate in his love of animals, the countryside and its
people. It was this depth of feeling that attracted us to adapt the book for the stage. 

Whenever I ride on a train and watch the English countryside roll by, I’m always prompted to think
how beautiful it is and yet how empty. There’s hardly a soul ever to be glimpsed in the fields or the
lanes. But it hasn't always been like that. From the initial clearing of the land from the primeval
forest that covered it in the Dark Ages until nearly the present day, the English countryside
teemed with human life. Many hands were needed to fell the trees, lay the hedges, plough the
land, sow the crops and reap them come harvest time. And farming remained labour intensive for
hundreds of years until fairly late in the twentieth century when mechanisation took off after the
Second World War.

Dick King-Smith was born in 1922 and worked as a farmhand when he was eighteen years old on
Tytherington Farm in the Wylye Valley in Wiltshire before joining the army to fight in the Second
World War. Tytherington Farm was clearly the inspiration for Outoverdown Farm in The Crowstarver.
He describes it with the fondness and dream-like lucidity we have for our most formative
memories. In those days it was still farmed in the old way, requiring many hands to do the work. 
In his autobiography, Chewing the Cud, he describes vividly having to hand-hoe a huge field of
sugar beet with a team of men for four weeks solid. 

“The seemingly endless rows of young plants had to be cleared and singled… 
At first I scratched about as clumsily as a newly-hatched chick in a barnyard, but
gradually they showed me how to use the hoe, to push with it as well as pull, to
tease out and deftly pluck aside the competing weeds, to cut and scrape and
twist the wrist to take away all the surplus seedlings at one spot…

They were very good to me, those farm men. They showed a lot of patience
when I made a mess of a job and they were always willing to teach me how to
do a thing right. These days machinery reigns and there is almost always a
tractor with something on its front or back end to do the donkey work. But then
we were usually on our flat feet, holding a hoe or a fork or a rake, spade, pickaxe,
crowbar, sledgehammer, beetle, billhook, reaphook, slasher - the list is endless
and there’s a right way and a wrong way to handle each.”

His description of these old tools makes me think of a display in the Bicton Agricultural Museum
of dozens and dozens of such like covering a whole wall. It’s impressive and a little sad. There can’t
be many people left alive now who know how to use them properly and yet the knowledge was
commonplace only a few decades ago. 

Gone are the skills and gone, too, are the characters, by and large. But in 1940 Tytherington still
employed a farm foreman, a horseman, four poultry men, a shepherd and numerous farm
labourers, each a colourful personality in their own right. They all lived on or near the farm in tied
cottages that came with their jobs and most came from families that had lived locally for
generations and expected that their offspring would follow in their footsteps for generations
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more. There was a strong sense of community and people supported each other through adversity,
even if some could be small-minded about anything out of the ordinary. In The Crowstarver, Dick
King-Smith portrays the farm folk with fondness but also candour. The dawning realisation in the
village that Kath and Tom Sparrow’s foundling child has learning difficulties is greeted in various
ways:

“ “Wass think of thik bay of Kath Sparrow’s then?” 
would be an opening question, and the replies were varied yet similar. 

“Funny little chap, ain’t he?” 

“Got a funny look about him, thees’t know.”

“Seems a bit slow.”

“Don’t say much.”

“I’d worry if I was Kath.”

No-one said, as they said of their own and each other’s children, 
“He’s lovely, ain’t he!”

Everyone thought, some with pity, some without, that it looked as if… 
Spider was odd.”

Yet Percy Pound, the farm foreman and Major Yorke, the owner of the farm are determined in their
kindness and set an example which is followed by those in their command. Percy says to the farm
labourers when he’s giving out his orders one day in the stables,

”I’m telling you all, here and now, you keep your mouths shut about that kid,
especially you young’uns. If I hear you’ve been poking fun so that Kath and Tom
get to hear of it, you’ll get your cards, understand?”

Dick King-Smith obviously loved animals. In his autobiography he tells how, as a boy, he kept a
multitude of pets - rabbits, guinea pigs, fancy mice and rats, ornamental pheasants and
budgerigars. His determination to farm as an adult sprang from two strong desires – to carry on
living in the country and to work with animals. He describes his early attempts to fill his first farm
with livestock as a sort of child’s game. He progressed from collecting toy farm animals as a child
to exotic pets and thence to gathering a motley selection of interesting, but unproductive farm
animals in the same ad hoc manner. I think there is a lot of Dick King-Smith in Spider Sparrow.
Spider has a natural affinity with animals, and the almost magical way in which they approach
him without fear must surely reflect a childhood fantasy of the animal-loving King-Smith. 
A central aspect of The Crowstarver is Spider’s sympathy with the natural world. His solitary
encounters with badgers, otters and foxes are described with great beauty, almost reverence by
Dick King-Smith –

“Patently, by some strange instinct, the fox seemed to know that this human was
different from others and posed no sort of threat. It moved in a step or two and
picked up the bread. It did not gulp it down or make off with it… but ate it
delicately, like a cat. The bread finished, fox and boy remained quite still, each
gazing into the other’s eyes, and then, unhurriedly, the animal turned and
trotted back in the direction from which it had come.”

However hard to stage, this special relationship between Spider and the natural world was
something that we strove to depict in our theatrical telling of the story with puppetry, the
physical skills of the actors and music.
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It’s through his gentle mastery of animals that Spider finally commands respect from everyone at
Outoverdown Farm. His taming of the wild bronco horses that Major Yorke rashly buys from a
travelling show even impresses the hard-nosed Billy Butt.

“”Nothing’s ever going to surprise me about young Spider,” said Billy to his
nephews, “After what he done with they bleddy horses. Thik dog’ll be walking on
its hind legs afore long, I dessay, and next thing after that he’ll be teaching she to
talk…” 

The book seems to offer us too something inspirational in the simple peace and joy Spider finds in
nature.

Dick King-Smith was a family man and through his writing you sense that he loved children. He
paints the relationship between Spider and his mum and dad with profound tenderness and for
me this is at the heart of the book. We share their trials and tribulations as Spider grows up in his
own unique way. Tom and Kath Sparrow are country folk, unfussy and plain speaking, but their
devotion to Spider is very moving. Unable to have children of their own, they yearn from the start
to keep the child they’ve found:

“…as he (Tom) looked down at the sucking baby he allowed himself a thought
which he then spoke aloud to the watching dog. “Ah dear, Molly,” said Tom, 
“I shoulda loved a son.”

When Spider is old enough for them to realise he is different to other children they are both upset
but determine immediately to nurture his unique talents and find the right way to give him a
happy, fulfilling life. This isn’t always easy, as when Kath tries to enrol Spider at the village school. In
those days, education wasn’t provided as a matter of course to children with learning difficulties:

“”How old are you Spider?” said Mr Pugh, but even then in his confusion the boy
only held up four fingers and a thumb.

“He’s just six,” Kathie said.

From left: Jordan Whyte & Michael Wagg
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There was a silence while the headmaster looked at the little boy known as Spider
and said to himself that there was no way such a child could be taught in his school.

Nervously Kathie said, “He’s ever so clever in some ways Mr Pugh. He’s wonderful
with animals… he can copy the noises they make, to the life.”

However, Kath and Tom constantly look for ways to encourage Spider to learn and grow. Kath
fears that Spider will be unable to take up work on the farm as a crowstarver, or bird scarer,
because he won’t want to frighten the birds. But Tom comes up with the idea of motivating Spider
by describing the job as a sort of soldier, helping the war effort by scaring off the enemy crows,
and with this idea in mind, Spider takes to crowstarving with gusto. There are many instances like
this in the story of Spider’s parents and other caring adults on the farm nurturing his talents in
clever and thoughtful ways. Well-timed and well-chosen gifts are given like a pocket knife, a
watch and his dog Sis, and Spider is given jobs that are challenging and fulfilling, like polishing all
the elaborate horse tack in the stables and taming the wild broncos. This nurturing of Spider is an
extremely uplifting aspect of the story. 

But Dick King-Smith doesn’t shy from the truth that some people, particularly children, can be
very cruel to anyone different in their midst. In the book Percy Pound relates to Major Yorke an
incident witnessed by a passing lorry driver when a pack of boys “hunted” Spider for fun, chasing
him over the fields, barking at him like a pack of hounds, finally pushing his face into a cowpat. We
chose to work this story into the action of our stage production because we felt it was so
significant. It seems to motivate Spider later in the story to defend the fox that is being pursued
by a pack of hounds just as he was chased by a pack of  “bad boys”.

Kath and Tom’s love of Spider is a constant underlying theme throughout the story and so it is
almost unbearably affecting when Spider is taken from them at the end. If the ending of the book
moved me to tears the first time I read it in Exeter Central Library, much to my embarrassment, the
first time we tackled the death of Spider in the rehearsal room was worse. Chris Bianchi, the actor
who first played Tom Sparrow, had two teenage sons of his own at the time and playing out the
death of a son was a traumatic experience for him and for us watching. In the book, Tom takes
Spider’s body back to the shepherd’s hut where he nursed him with a sheep’s bottle the night he
first found him and we are reminded how much he yearned for a son. Dick King-Smith powerfully
evokes a parent’s grief but also the sense that Spider had lived an intensely happy, if short, life.

Tom opened the door of the shepherd’s hut, so close to which he had first set eyes
on the foundling, and laid Spider gently on the rough wooden bunk. Moss sat
silent, but Sis crept forward, whining softly, and licked at one cold, hanging hand. 

“It’s alright, girl, Tom said softly. “We’ll look after you.” He stood looking down
upon the face of this, his only son. It wore its customary lop-sided smile.

“He’s happy,” said Tom to the watching dogs. “Thank God, he’s happy.”

There is a yearning in the book, that we have tried to embody in our show too, for a harmony
between mankind and the natural world. We can’t turn back the clock and become farm workers
once more, but our rural landscape sits patiently waiting for us to attend to it. The Crowstarver

makes us feel that our lives will be richer for doing so. The Exeter to Waterloo train line runs along
the Wylye Valley for a while near Salisbury just close to Tytherington. If you look out there you can
see exactly the landscape described in the book. There is the shallow, fast-flowing river Wylye
running clear over chalk, and rising beyond, the shoulder of the Wiltshire Downs. Having read the
book, to see the land it evoked is thrilling, like catching a fleeting glimpse of Eden from a railway
carriage window.
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The Research and Development Process
Months before rehearsals for a show begin Theatre Alibi have a period of research and
development to kick off the business of turning a script into a living, breathing piece of theatre.
We get together as many of the people who will be working on a show as possible – the writer,
director, musical director, designer, lighting designer, sound designer and actors – to try things
out in a creative and playful atmosphere, away from the pressures of production.

What’s the R & D for?

■ To discuss the meaning and flavour of the story so everyone has a shared sense of what it’s
about

■ To discover any bits of the script that need further development

■ To have a go at staging some of the more challenging moments in the story

■ To give the director, designer, musical director and lighting designer an overall flavour of the
show and to indicate any specific jobs the set, music and lights need to do to tell the story

■ To gain a better understanding of the technical aspects of the show for example, lighting and
projection

What happens in the R&D?

1 At the beginning there is a “read-through” of the script. Everyone sits round in a big circle and
reads the play out loud without doing any of the action.

2 Discussion. For a good chunk of the first day, everyone talks about the story. This discussion is
often structured in the following way: First everyone splits into four or five groups and each
group writes down all the things they think the story is about on a large piece of paper. Then
everyone gets back together and compares notes. Next, each group draws a “graph” of the
story. First they think what over-riding, yes-or-no question the story is asking the audience.
For example, will Spider be happy, or will he live a worthwhile life, will he be valued, find his
niche in life etc? Then, on a large piece of paper, they draw a diagram with the events of the
story along a horizontal axis and “yes” at the top and “no” at the bottom of a vertical axis. On
this diagram they plot a graph, deciding how close to yes or no the answer to the question is
at each moment of the story. This gives a pictorial sense of the highs and lows and the ups
and downs of the show.

3 For the rest of the week the director works with the actors, playing with different ways of
staging the trickier moments in the show. These moments might be when what happens in
the script can’t literally be shown on stage. For example, when Percy Pound gives Spider a ride
on the back of his motorbike, or when Spider tames a wild horse. The aim of the R&D week
isn’t to solve completely all the difficult moments in a show, but to get a rough sense of the
right approach. From these rough solutions everyone can get a sense of the emerging style of
the show that will be developed during the main rehearsal process a few months later.
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A Conversation with Director Nikki Sved
Why did Theatre Alibi choose The Crowstarver?
I think there’s a combination of things. As a company doing work for people of all ages we’re very
keen not to shy away from material that might be deemed difficult for an audience that includes
young people. Having a central storyline that follows a child who has learning difficulties is
something that I certainly found interesting. I think The Crowstarver has resonance for everyone.
The story has very rich and complex themes, the way it looks at parenthood and loss, our
relationship with nature and a community’s response to a child with particular needs. I really
believe people of all ages can deal with things like that. If we do it the right way then they can
cope with those things. Also, the show is set in the West Country where Theatre Alibi comes from.
It’s a real pleasure for us to bring our region’s rich agricultural past to life. 

Why make the story into a piece of theatre?
As a company who work particularly with storytelling and the sense of using actors to create a
whole world on stage, there were vast opportunities in the piece. There are so many impossible-
seeming things to stage, not least the animals, and those wonderful conundrums raise the bar
theatrically. How do you show a bucking bronco on stage, for example?  And the animals are very
lovingly drawn in The Crowstarver. It’s all about the land and agricultural life which means you
really have to be getting to the essence of the animals. So, part of the joy of staging the show has
been finding vivid ways of portraying that world. And that sense of empathy has extended into
understanding all sorts of characters, including, of course, the central character himself.

The Bullies

From left: Cerianne Roberts & Derek Frood



What were some of the
particular challenges and
rewards? 
The challenge of the arc of the piece
is quite an interesting one. What is it
that drives the story through? Often,
a show might be driven by a
particular theme or by the structure
of the story as in The Ministry of Fear

or Spies, where you’ve either got a
mystery to be solved or the sense of
a thriller about it. The narrative drive
is more obvious in those shows. You pick an audience up at the beginning with a question and
that’s what motors them through. But the trajectory of The Crowstarver is much more gentle and
episodic and that’s absolutely intrinsic to what it is. It follows Spider from his birth to the end of
his life. It’s the story of a life. That means it doesn’t have the same sort of narrative push as a
thriller. You have questions that are raised about each individual fragment – the story of how the
bucking bronco was tamed or how Spider came to terms with his dog killing a hare - but the
larger arc follows the course of Spider’s life. Understanding how to keep an audience with you
through that journey was a particular challenge. Some of it was just to do with watching the
rhythms of the show, the variety in the writing, music and dramatic tone of each scene. You’re

working with differences in pace and tone. But I think, in
the main, we have to really care about the characters so
that we are utterly with Spider and his family as they travel
through his life.  I certainly felt like it was jumping into the
unknown, going into that structure. I was a bit scared at the
start, actually! But having done the show before, I’m sure
that if you tell the story and play the characters with
complete integrity, that’s strong enough to keep an
audience engaged throughout. 

Spider has learning difficulties. What questions 
did that raise in making the show? 
Of course, we wanted to be as understanding and
respectful as we could in how Spider was portrayed. To get
it wrong would be to go against the spirit of the story.
That’s something we’ve been very aware of.  Also for me, of
course, it raised the question of whether it should be

someone with learning difficulties playing the part. But I keep coming back to the fact that we are
a company of storytellers. Nobody’s in character at the start of the show and you see each actor
gradually taking on characters. Women become men, humans become animals, people become
other people. When you see an actor taking on a character you clearly witness an act of empathy.
That adds something rich to the equation, I think - watching an attempt to understand someone.
Of course, actors are always trying to inhabit characters but it’s often happening in the wings
before they reach the stage. I think to see that transition is of worth in itself. It’s at the heart of the
company’s work.

10

From left: Michael Wagg, Malcolm Hamilton & Derek Frood 

Jordan Whyte & Malcolm Hamilton
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Inhabiting Spider Sparrow 
An Interview with Malcolm Hamilton

Who is Spider?
John Joseph Sparrow, or Spider as he’s affectionately called by his family and friends, is a boy who
lives in Wiltshire in the 1930s and 40s who has an almost magical affinity with animals. He grows
up on a farm and leads a very sheltered existence, mainly due to the fact that he has quite severe
learning difficulties, the exact nature of which aren’t specified in the book. We see Spider travel
through his whole life. He’s a quiet, gentle, charming, almost magical person. He’s quite unusual
but not necessarily at odds with the rest of the world. Through the story we watch him find his
place in his community so his role becomes really well defined.  There is no better person for the
jobs that he ends up doing than him. He’s very much unique.

What happens to him?
A lot of things happen to him. Essentially, the play is a series of episodes in his life – it’s the story of
his life. Initially he’s abandoned by his birth-mother, he’s adopted, he grows up, he’s bullied by
other children because he’s different, but he also finds certain opportunities to show his really
special side, like when he ends up taming a wild horse and hand-feeding a wild fox. So he grows
up throughout the play, and turns into a young man. 

The Village School

Michael Wagg & Malcolm Hamilton
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How did you build his character?
When I was building his character 
I didn’t want his disability to be his
defining characteristic. I was more
interested in his uniqueness, his affinity
with animals, and his particular
oddness. I drew quite a lot from my
own strangeness, my physical
eccentricities and oddness and
heightened those. Also, because of
Spider’s special bond with animals, 
I thought a lot about animals while
exploring his physicality – the way they
move and the shapes they are.
Mentally, Spider makes sense of things
much more slowly and when he arrives
at a thought it’s a very strong, definite
thought and it’s difficult to change his
mind. It’s either black or white. He
doesn’t have many different
interpretations of things people say. 

Did you find anything particularly
difficult about inhabiting Spider?
I’ve already touched on the thing of
wanting a more magical side of him to be the focus – his uniqueness. So that was a little bit
difficult to start with. Finding how to show the changes in his age was quite a challenge too
because I play him as a two year old at the start, then as a range of ages up to sixteen. It’s not too
hard as a thirty-three year old to play an eight-year old but making a two-year old who can’t walk
yet believable is much trickier. And finding the precise stages of his evolution as he grows up
wasn’t easy - finding the slight changes in his physicality and voice between eight and ten or
thirteen and fourteen, say. Everybody grows differently. He’s still quite young even when he’s
sixteen, I think. Also, Spider’s intentions are sometimes a little hard to work out. They are less
complicated in some ways so it’s not always helpful to break them down psychologically. There
isn’t any subtext sometimes. His actions are often so straightforward it makes them more difficult
to understand, funnily enough. But all the things that I’ve found difficult are things that I’ve
enjoyed too. It’s nice to build a really solid character who, although he has many traces of me,
feels quite distinct. I feel that when I’m playing him now, especially in moments like the horse
taming, I almost go into a trance – I really feel like someone else. Another pleasure of inhabiting
him is that his emotions move very quickly and he doesn’t hold on to distress. He’s a very
optimistic, positive person. When he gets upset he can very quickly move on and bring joy to
those around him. Everything’s simply black or white. Also, it’s always good fun playing a child,
because you can narrow your focus on the world. As adults, our heads are so full of things going
on, but when you play a child it’s a useful trick just to focus on one thing at a time. That’s quite
liberating. And lastly, playing Spider is just good fun because people end up liking him. It’s nice to
be liked.

The Crowstarver  Malcolm Hamilton
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Showing The Animals 
At first sight, the task of showing on stage all the animals that feature in The Crowstarver seemed
preposterously daunting – dogs, wild horses, whole families of otters, badgers, foxes, flocks of
birds… the list goes on and on. But more than the sheer number and range of animals mentioned
is the way that they figure at the heart of the story. Spider Sparrow’s encounters with the animal
kingdom are absolutely essential to the meaning of The Crowstarver. If we were going to take up
the challenge of staging the book we would have to depict the animals in it, and that would take
all the storytelling ingenuity we could muster.

In practice, the ways that Theatre Alibi brought the animals to life was governed as much by
pragmatism as any aesthetic criteria. The show did not have a cast of thousands (only five actors,)
so masses of labour-intensive puppetry was out of the question. Besides, to make puppets for all
the animals would have been impossible for our small design team, however dedicated, and also
the cost would have been prohibitive. More to the point, the storytelling ethos of the company
tends to more minimal, suggestive depictions of things that can’t literally be shown on stage, with
the actors using simple props or their own physical resources to bring images to life. And the
design aesthetic for this production was all about using a minimum of unfussy props with the
flavour of 1940s farm tools and
equipment, which in itself seemed to
rule out using elaborate puppets and
prosthetics. The simplest solution to
some of the animal challenges in the
story was simply to avoid them and
cut them from the story. This felt right
where several animals fulfilled the
same narrative role. Spider has solitary,
magical encounters with families of
otters, badgers and foxes. We chose to
show a single special encounter with a
fox. 

In rehearsals, different ways quickly
felt appropriate for showing different
types of animals.

Some animals like dogs, cats and
horses have lived closely with
mankind for thousands of years and
perhaps for this reason we more
readily ascribe to them human
personality traits - dogs are generally
cheerful, faithful, and excitable, cats
are effete and sly, horses are imperious
and so on. Therefore, it felt right for
the actors themselves to play these
animals in the show. As far as the
playing style was concerned, a certain Mrs Yorke on Horseback

Cerianne Roberts & Derek Frood
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way of portraying these animals developed in
rehearsals that felt right for the production.
Rather than trying too hard to play all the
physical attributes of the animal (crouching,
running on all fours etc.), the actors concentrated
on the personality of each animal and played
them almost like other human characters in the
show. Derek Frood and Cerianne Roberts
excelled in these animal character studies. Derek
played a half-wild old ginger tomcat that visits
Spider as a child in his back garden with a
magnificently wily haughtiness. His wild bronco
was like a proud, raging prizefighter. Cerianne’s
Sis, Spider’s dog, was uncontrollably enthusiastic
and craving of physical affection. When depicting
these animals, the actors found that showing one
or two of their key physical attributes suggested
their bodily presence better than a complete
impersonation. For example, when playing the
dogs they would slap their thighs to suggest
their tails wagging. The horses tended to stamp
impatiently and toss their heads. Noises helped
too, of course, barking, whining, neighing, snickering and so on. Sometimes these portrayals of
animals were augmented with a few simple props. These weren’t literally animal body parts but
simple objects that might be found round a farmyard used to suggest them – the bronco had two
wooden scythe handles that Derek used as the horse’s forelegs. These allowed his bronco to rear
and clatter with equine vehemence. Flower, an old carthorse whose rump is glimpsed in a stall
behind Percy Pound as he gives out his daily orders in the stables was shown by a tail of unlaid
strands of rope held high behind an actor’s head twitching over a stable door. The actor also
kicked the door backwards as a horse sometimes will.

The Bucking Bronco

From left: Malcolm Hamilton, Jordan Whyte, Michael Wagg, Cerianne Roberts & Derek Frood  

The Shepherd’s Hut

Top: Derek Frood, bottom: Michael Wagg
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There are other animals that appear in the story in large groups or remotely in the distance -
flocks of crows, lapwings and pigeons, owls, cuckoos, herds of sheep and cattle. These impress
Spider by their multitude and the way that they, or their call, might suddenly fill the air or spread
over the landscape. However, it seemed that to show these animals physically actually diminished
their impact. In rehearsals we discovered that if the actors made the noises of these animals with
their voices or clapped to mimic the clatter of their wings, and looked into the sky or over the
landscape, it suggested their presence far more powerfully. 

The last sort of animal in the story were rare creatures with which Spider had fleeting, magical
encounters. Dick King-Smith describes these moments with great beauty, almost reverence. 
He captures the feeling that the sight of a hare or a fox, a badger or an otter in the wild is a
privilege, a gift. The sight of the animal is the most vivid essence of the landscape from which 
they spring. So it seemed appropriate that we should show the fox and the hare in some special
way. Our talented prop makers, Trina Bramman and Jenny Saunt, made us two beautiful puppets
of a fox and a hare. Trina said, 

“I take the setting of the show as the inspiration for the aesthetic of the puppets
because you want to make them part of the visual language of the overall
design. This show is set on a farm so we wanted to use the textures and tools
that you might find there to make the animals. We went to the dump and got a
huge pile of stuff – ropes, old bits of bridle, tools. I’d made sketches of the
animals and watched film footage of how they moved. Then we looked at what
we had in our pile of stuff to see what would work as certain bits of each animal’s
body and started sticking it all together. Because we have four people to operate
the big fox, we made it with all the proper joints that an actual fox has.” 

Animating this puppet was an unsung triumph of ensemble playing. It was physically hard for all
four actors to get their hands on it at the same time let alone effectively to co-ordinate its
movements. But after much practice, when the fox moved it seemed to have a life of its own and
the actors melted into the background. This was an achievement of which they could be rightly
proud.    

Spider’s dog Sis  Cerianne Roberts
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The Music 
An Interview with Composer & Musical Director Thomas Johnson

What did you want the overall character of the music to be like?
I suppose I had several missions in my music. One was to create the period of the piece – between
the Wars. The other was to create a pastoral sense of place for the show – it’s set in the Wiltshire
Downs. The importance of the landscape is really there in the book and I wanted to put it in the
play. So, I was trying to create a very English, pastoral, turn-of-the-century quality, with references
to Elgar and Vaughan Williams. The music is very often trying to paint big, broad landscape
pictures. A lot of the time I was trying to imagine how it might look as a film, how the dialogue
might sound in that context, so the music is often trying to get that wide-angle feel. You’ve got
huge countryside, big hills, big skies, crows in the trees. Also, the book and the play very much
feel about the seasons passing, mankind’s place inside nature and the cycle of life. Those are the
big themes that the music is trying to pursue.

What instruments did you choose for the show and why?
The violin is such a central part of the Vaughan
Williams sound, and Elgar too – that rich, sonorous
string-sound. I suppose I had in mind Lark Ascending

by Vaughan Williams as one of my reference points,
which is a fantastic piece of music written for violin
that imitates the sound of a lark in the clear of
morning. So the violin thought came from the English,
pastoral, musical tradition of Elgar and Williams. 
The piano came from a sense that at the turn of the
century most houses would have had a piano in them.
Pubs would have had a piano too. It was very much a
people’s instrument, ubiquitous in the way that the guitar is now maybe. The piano felt like a
really useful sound and also a useful thing to see on the set to give us the domestic atmosphere of
the piece. It would have been exciting for me to have a grand piano in terms of the sound of it,
but actually, it’s much more appropriate to have an upright piano for that sense of domesticity.
Also, piano and violin is a totally classic combination – you can’t go far wrong with it. It’s a perfect
combination of sounds. And the piano can create fantastic big, percussive sounds as well as being
really delicate. It’s got the full range of the orchestra. It’s a brilliant instrument.

What’s your favourite piece of music in the show?
There’s a piano bit that I like which is while they’re harvesting, which goes off into almost baroque
invention. That’s quite jolly. I’m also pleased with the whole of the end of the play. There’s one very
long cue that finishes the play which tracks us through Spider going off and finding the fox and
cubs and it’s all rather beautiful and magical, then Spider doesn’t come home and it all gets a bit
doomy and dark, then Tom is worried and looks for Spider and finally finds him in the shelter and
of course, he’s dead. The music has to track through a wide range of emotions and events in that
sequence but I’m pleased with the way it all hangs together. I really like the very last section,
which is a delicate little elegy to Spider. I’m really pleased with that.   

Thomas Johnson
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The Lighting 
An Interview with Lighting Designer Marcus Bartlett

What’s the overall flavour of the
lighting design for this show?
The show has a very fluid feel to it 
and the lighting has to reflect that. 
The story shifts location fast and
frequently. The lighting has to flow
with the action and especially with the
music because that punctuates the
scenes very clearly. So the lighting
quickly has to create big, outdoor
spaces as well as very intimate, indoor
spaces, sometimes sad spaces. 

What is the range of different
spaces that the lighting design
has to create?
There is a vast range. When I originally
designed the lighting I made a list of all
the different places that the story took
us and filled two sides of A4. You go
from being in the lambing shed to just
outside the lambing shed to back
inside again, then it’s morning and
Tom meets his wife outside, then we’re
in the cottage, then we’re in the shed
with Percy Pound, then all of a sudden
you’re out in the fields…The list goes
on and on! And some of the shifts are
quite subtle. How do you create a
different atmosphere for Spider being
on the back of a motorbike to when
he’s in a field doing his crowstarving? 

Technically, what sort of palette
have you given yourself to paint
all these pictures?
When I create a lighting design I look
at the colours of the set and choose
sympathetic colours to light it, to make
it stand out. The first thing I look at
usually is what sort of colours to put on

Marcus Bartlett with different lighting states
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the cyc, which is the cloth at the back, because that creates the backdrop to the production.  
With this set I’ve looked at using floodlights of three different colours – a Lee 207 which is a warm,
chocolatey colour, a light blue which is a Lee 200 and another quite cold colour, Lee 119, a darker
blue. So there’s a dark blue, a lighter blue and a warm chocolate colour which, if you mix them,
can create a large range of colours to suggest different places and moods. Also, I’ve got purple
and orange lights pointing up the cyc so you can create an purpley-red sunset at the base of it,
and I’ve got deep purpley-blue lights pointing across the top of the cyc which make it feel more
like night time. And with the addition of the hurricane lanterns that hang in the tree and up the
side-flats which have little pea-lights inside them, you can suggest a star-scape. So you can create
big day-time scenes as well as nice-looking night scenes. Then there’s back light. That gives what’s
called depth-of-field, which makes the actors stand out a lot better and not melt into the set. 
The rest of the lighting consists of warm and cold washes zoned in six areas on the playing area.

Is there a particularly difficult part of the show to light?
For me, one of the hardest things to light is the end scene when we find Spider in his shelter. 
It’s quite difficult to get in there with light and you want to be as subtle as you can with it, as
sensitive as you can to the emotion of the moment - it’s very sad - but you also want it to be
seen – there’s a really fine balance. 

What’s your favourite moment in the show, lighting-wise?
There’s the moment at the end when all the storytellers are back on stage, just as they were at the
top of the show, and then they walk off into the sunset. It’s a really lovely sequence for me, not
just the pictures but also the timings of the cues. The light at the top of the cyc fades then you’re
left with the flame of the sun at the bottom and that comes out gently, all in time to the music.
When you manage to pull off the timing of the cue as well as the look of it in conjunction with
what the performers are doing, it’s great. 

Spider and the Fox

From left:  Malcolm Hamilton, Cerianne Roberts, Derek Frood, Michael Wagg & Jordan Whyte
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The Lighting Plan for Exeter Northcott Theatre
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P R A C T I T I O N E R  F A C T  F I L E   

THE COMPOSER/MUSICAL DIRECTOR
Name: Thomas Johnson

Why did you choose to be a composer / MD?
I studied English Literature at university. I’d specialised in Drama, but completely from an
academic point of view. And I hadn’t actually done any theatre at all prior to that. But I’ve been a
musician since I was six years old. I came out of university thinking, “What the hell do I do now?”
By pure chance my cousin was working with a touring circus that summer and he said, “Do you
fancy just joining in for a laugh for the summer?” My cousin and I had been playing music
together since we were children so I thought yeah, why not, it’ll be good fun to do that for a while
after college. So I went and toured the South West of England with the circus, with my cousin,
playing mad music. At the end of that summer it just came together in my mind that I’d been
really interested in Drama from an academic perspective at University for three years and I’d been
a musician since I was six, but doing music with this circus just made something happen in my
brain. I thought, this is what I want to do - I want to do theatre in a practical sense but bring my
musical skills and experience to bear. 

How old were you?
I was twenty-four, something like that.

Where did you train?
I did English at Oxford University, but I had no formal music training as a composer. I started on
the violin at the age of six. I went through the process of a classical training. Then, when I was
twelve, I bought a guitar and taught myself how to play. Much later when I was 24 or so, I learnt
the accordion for a theatre show, and I’ve ended up playing the accordion quite a lot since then.
But fiddle is my first instrument still.

What’s your role in the process of making a show?
The first thing I do is read the script. Not particularly carefully, just read it to get the general sense
of it. Then I have to decide what musical instruments to use. That’s the very beginning of the job
and in a way it’s harder than it sounds. Within that decision I start also to think about the style –
whether or not there’s going to be period music, whether or not it’s going to be geographically
specific to where the play is set, is it going to have a folky feel, a classical feel, a jazzy feel, talking
very broadly. Then I have to find the musicians and employ them, which takes ages. This is all
quite a long way ahead of time, before the production starts to rehearse. 

Then I’ll read the script again, but very much more thoroughly this time, so I really get the shape
and rhythm of it. I’m looking at this point for where the music should go in the play, picking
moments where I think there’s a gear change in the dynamic of the play, the rhythm of it. I go all
the way through the script marking where music goes and also what it might feel like, “This
paragraph might be clarinet and mandolin, that bit might be a soprano sax solo.” While I’m doing
that I start to get a sense of different themes that build up throughout the whole show. And I’ll
start to make those decisions when I read the script. I’m not particularly thinking what the music
is at that point, more like titles. That’s all done before we start rehearsing. 
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When we start rehearsing, I write the music. I don’t write any music until the first day of rehearsals
because I want the music to be completely integral to the whole process. I don’t want to go off on
a tangent that isn’t useful for the show, so I make sure I’m constantly writing music in response to
what I’m seeing in rehearsals. Writing the music can take up to four or five weeks. The writing
process is a combination. First I’ll sit in rehearsals watching the actors work with the director,
taking notes about how long scenes are lasting, the feel of the scenes and how the music might
work. Then I’ll go away and write some music and teach it to the musicians and help them find the
right interpretation. Then the musicians and I will go in to the rehearsals and place music into a
particular scene. That happens back and forth through the whole rehearsal process. 

There comes a point when you’ve got to the end of the play when you go back to the beginning
and tighten it all up. The director does that as well, but my job is to make all the music sound nice
and make sure the actors and the musicians know how the music works with the text. Also, I
tighten up all the cue points and make sure it’s all flowing with a really good rhythm. 

Then the show opens and my job after the show opens is to take thousands of notes. That’s to
help the musicians and the actors know where they’re making mistakes, whether a particular
piece of music could be louder or whether they could hold back the moment to start it, for
example, lots of really detailed things. I’ll do that on the first and second night. Then I’ll come back
half way through the tour and do another load of notes and then that’s the end of my job!

What is particular about working for Theatre Alibi?
It’s a lovely company to work with. Very friendly. Very organised. There’s a lot of technical support,
a lot of people around to help you. Sometimes I’m working with a company and I feel in a bit of a
vacuum. There might not be anyone who can go out and find me CDs or a piece of music I want
to hear, for example. There’s a lot of support at Alibi. 

Stylistically, I suppose, Alibi is much more a storytelling company than most companies I’ve
worked with. Which is interesting for me, because it’s subtly different to what I’m used to. I find
that exciting. 

The German Pilot

From left:  Jordan Whyte, Cerianne Roberts & Derek Frood
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P R A C T I T I O N E R  F A C T  F I L E   

THE DESIGNER
Name: Trina Bramman

Why did you choose to be a designer?
It was when I was looking for university courses. I was doing my Art and Design foundation
course, and I had to choose something to do. I’d already decided that I wanted to do something
artistic. It wasn’t so much that I desperately wanted to be a theatre designer, I looked through
prospectuses and the course jumped out at me. I was interested in working big, and I was also
interested in making models, and when I went to visit some of the courses, I could see they were
making scale models and I was entranced by them - there’s something magic about scale models.
Also, I saw them working on big puppets on one of the courses, big body puppets. The variation
between the styles that you work in appealed to me. It seemed you could do virtually anything. 

How old were you?
I would’ve been 19. That was during my Foundation year – 18, 19? I always knew I wanted to do an
artistic job. I was good at other things too, but I liked Art most.

Where did you train?
Nottingham Trent University. I did a three-year degree course in Theatre Design. It gives you a
chance to test your skills in all areas of theatre design – costume, lighting, propmaking. Also, you
do a placement, which gives you a chance to go and work in the business. I did my placement at
Komedia in Brighton working on a children’s show similar to the ones I’ve done at Alibi, on a
similar scale. We were in a church hall, working until two o’clock in the morning, so I was used to
the hours before I even started earning money as a designer!

What’s your role in the process of making a show?
My role is to create everything that you can see on the stage, apart from the lighting. I work
alongside the director, the musical director, the writer, the lighting designer, the actors and the
musicians. It’s a collaborative thing – we work off each other. We’re all working together at the
same time, and I take on their ideas as they work with what I give them. I create the world of the
show. 

The first stage is getting the script and reading it. The first thing I do is just read it for fun. You can’t
help but see things in it the first time. But the second time I might do little sketches in the side of
the script, just things that come to mind. You start to think about the problems it throws up, the
things that seem impossible to create on stage. There are always things that seem impossible. 

Then we all get together as a team, all the people who are going to be working on it, and spend a
week looking at the difficult bits of the script, seeing how we can solve things. During that week I
do little, private sketches that I don’t show anyone. Also I note down the ideas that come up, if
they need a chair or a platform, for example - practical things that get worked into the show, not
so much aesthetic things at that point. Things that I need to take into consideration. 
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At the end of the Research and Development week I have a meeting with the writer and the
director to discuss where the design might go visually. Then I go away and panic and start
drawing things on the train on the way home, making sure I haven’t forgotten anything, writing
things down. Then I start coming up with the first ideas. That’s usually drawings to begin with. I
begin by drawing really loose sketches that no-one else would probably understand, and then I
start making little models. I talk these through with the director and the writer just as a first stage
and then go away again - there’s a lot of working and reworking. When I’ve got a more definite
model to show, I go through the script with the director and see how the set that I’ve designed
might work for each part of the show.

Then it’s refining it and finalising it and getting together technical drawings ready for it to be built.
I also liaise with the painter about the textures and colours I want. Then we go into rehearsals. It
goes mad from then on because we start making things and just getting on with it.

What’s particular about working for Theatre Alibi?
The fact that we all start production time together and the production team are making the props
and costumes at the same time as the actors and director are creating. So we don’t know about
our last bit of making until the actors have finished their last bit of making. We always have a
good whinge about this but it makes the whole thing more vibrant, more interesting. They’re not
just props that you don’t care about, they’re important things, key things and it’s nice as a maker
and a designer to be working that way. If we just made all the props before rehearsals started the
quality wouldn’t be as good because a lot of the decisions are made in collaboration with
everything else that’s going on. If you made things beforehand they wouldn’t serve the action so
well. I don’t know how many other companies get that luxury. The design team make lots of
compromises dependent on what the action needs, which is very different to rep theatre, where
the design process is very separate. 

Trina Bramman with hare puppet
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P R A C T I T I O N E R  F A C T  F I L E   

THE DIRECTOR
Name: Nikki Sved

Why did you choose to be a director?
I was more interested initially in being a performer. But at university everyone got a chance to
direct and it was then that I discovered that I could do it and I liked it, and that my interest in
performing informed my directing. I carried on performing when I left university, but I think the
lifestyle of a director began to appeal to me more and more – having to sell yourself day to day as
a performer didn’t appeal to me very much. I would have found it difficult. Also, it’s easier as a
director to follow your own path artistically. I’m now the Artistic Director of Theatre Alibi. 

How old were you?
I went to a drama group once a week from the age of seven to eighteen. I decided to be a
performer then! It was at university when I was about twenty that the thought of directing
entered my head, although I was given a bit of Twelfth Night at school to direct when I was fifteen
and I really enjoyed that. 

Where did you train?
As I said, I belonged to a drama group, which was run by an inspirational woman. I was in school
plays, did Drama O Level, Theatre Studies A level, and a degree in Drama at Exeter University. 
My training as a performer continued at Alibi – we got the opportunity to work with an inspirational
Polish theatre company called Gardzienice, and I learnt on the job from Alibi’s then Artistic Directors.

Actor Malcolm Hamilton with Director Nikki Sved
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What’s your role in the process of making a show?
The writer often generates several different ideas for a show and I help choose the best one to
develop. Then I read initial versions of the script and comment on them. After that, I start thinking
about what means we might use to tell that story - what sort of music we might draw on, what
the set should be like, how we would people the show, what sort of actors we ought to be using.
Then I cast the actors. You find actors in a mixture of ways. Sometimes you’re lucky enough to
have worked with people that you think will be just right. Sometimes you see someone in a show
who you think will be just right. So, I bring things together prior to rehearsal – people and
resources. 

Before we go into rehearsals, there’s 
a research and development process. 
It’s a bit like a playtime. We spend a
week working on an early draft of the
script with the actors, the writer and
the designer when we try out ideas to
see if they will work. It’s a really nice
time ahead of rehearsals when we can
try things out and if they fail miserably,
it doesn’t matter at all. You can take
risks and try things that you’ve never
tried before. It’s a scary job making a
piece of theatre. That fear can be
unhelpful creatively. So, a research and
development week is a way of freeing
things up and allowing yourself to
make more exciting and interesting decisions. As a director, I select which bits we’re going to work
on. I choose what seem to be key, defining moments that set the tone for the whole show. Also
we tackle moments that beg a theatrical solution, things that you wouldn’t imagine could be put
on stage. 

Between the R&D and the rehearsal process I discuss things with the writer that came up in the
R&D. The other key bit of work that happens between the R&D and rehearsals is working with the
designer to develop the design. It’s helpful to have the designer on board from very early on in
the process. Our particular style of work means that the action on stage is very integrated with
the set. This requires close collaboration between the director and designer. As a director I have to
think very practically about what has to happen on stage. That’s a good input to the design
process.

With the rehearsal process itself, a lot of the things I do are the same as in the R&D. I’m selecting
what to work on and when, making sure we get through the material in time. I’m co-ordinating
and bringing together all the elements, keeping my eye on the whole picture.  Although people
are throwing in ideas all the time, it’s me who gets to say yes or no to them, because it’s helpful to
have one person doing that. In the end I would probably never say no to an idea if lots of people
were saying yes, because I trust the people that I work with. Also, it’s my job to put my own ideas
in. The other thing that I do in the rehearsals is to develop performances – I help the actors to
access a performance, to find the ways that characters show how they are feeling, and to discover
who the characters are.  My job is also to stage the scenes, to work out how to show the action in
the script, but also basic things like how to get a chair off stage at the end of a scene. 

The Foundling

From left: Derek Frood & Jordan Whyte
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Toward the end of rehearsals you have the tech week when you add the technical elements to the
show.  I make decisions with the lighting designer and the sound designer about how sound and
light will work from moment to moment. Because I’ve been in rehearsals with the actors I know
and understand the scenes. The lighting designer will have a very particular skill in terms of, say,
having a sense of colour on stage but he doesn’t know the show
as well as I do. So, in the tech, we marry the two things together -
it’s a very intense and hefty job.  

Once the show’s opened, my job is a matter of looking at how it
works with the whole additional element of audience response.
You learn a huge amount from having an audience there.  Often
they respond in an entirely different way to how you expect. I’m in
the luxurious position of being able to watch the audience and
the show. I’ll watch and make notes over several nights, then we
give ourselves time to make some changes in response to those
first few performances. After that, I’ll be a baby-sitter for the show
– I’ll go out and see it several times on tour. Often shows get
better and better as actors get to know it. It’s also possible for
things to go off the boil.  So I go out on the tour now and again
and give notes to the actors, which helps keep the show alive for
them. 

What’s particular about working for Theatre Alibi?
How the work is generated in the rehearsal room feels very particular. The storytelling is very
particular too, if not unique. We try to make shows where we enjoy what live theatre can offer us.
You often see images being constructed rather than it happening in secret. We never switch off
the lights to change the set (which often makes life difficult!). We really enjoy revealing the
transformations from actor to character and from location to location. We also draw on a
particularly wide breadth of forms – music, film, puppetry, our set designs are quite sculptural.

The Rehearsal Room

From left: Adaptor Daniel Jamieson, Director Nikki Sved & Composer, Musical Director & Violinist Thomas Johnson

Pianist Charlotte Hobbs




