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COULD YOU DESCRIBE YOUR 
PROCESS IN  PREPARING AND 
REHEARSING THE BALLAD OF 
MARIA MARTEN?

The first thing I did when Ivan Cutting asked 
me to direct a play about the Red Barn murder 
in Polstead was to research the case. It was a 
tremendously sad story of a woman murdered 
in strange circumstances. There was little 
information about this woman and lots of words 
written about her murderer, a man. There were 
multiple plays and films that heightened the 
melodramatic and macabre nature of the story. 
I was thrilled when I knew Beth Flintoff was 
writing the play and she was going to explore 
it from the point of view of Maria Maria, not 
her William Corder, her killer. By giving her life 
and depth we would reclaim her from being a 
‘victim’. Instead we’d meet a living person who 
was bright, passionate and, like so many of us, 
flawed. 

The next part of the process was for Ivan, 
Eastern Angles’ Artistic Director and I, to 
feedback our thoughts on the various drafts of 
Beth’s script. It was out of these conversations 
came the brilliant idea to make this a love 
story between Maria and her female friends. 
This allowed the focus of the story to become 
much clearer. We would experience the story 
in the company of the working class women of 
Polstead, seeing them battle through a male-
dominated world and maintain a powerful 
sisterhood. Despite the 1800’s setting, Beth 
script suddenly felt very relevant to today; a 
world where many women are finding their 
voices against the men that have dominated 
and abused them, the world of the ‘me too’ 
movement. 

The next step along our journey was to put the 
script through a research and development 
process where we could see what was working 
and what needed clarifying or sharpening. We 
brought in our movement director, Rebecca 
Randell, to start exploring a movement world 

of touch, intimacy and friendship between the 
women. We also experimented with playing 
in music in the rehearsals, most significantly 
The Staves, an English folk band with three 
women singing in close harmony. This led me 
to talk to Luke Potter, a brilliant composer from 
Bristol, who I thought could pen a soundtrack 
that could evoke this rural world of fierce 
female companionship. The R&D culminated 
in an informal share back of our work in front 
of Eastern Angles staff and the women from 
Lighthouse (who had helped develop the script 
with Beth Flintoff). 

A few months later, in the summer of 2018, we 
started rehearsals for the production. After we 
had cast our six women, some of which featured 
in the R&D, we were tasked with bring this play 
to life. These were five of the happiest weeks 
in my career. We spent some time exploring 
Polstead itself, visiting the cottage where Maria 
lived, walking the fields where the barn once 
stood as well as stepping through the centre 
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of the village, past the pond where Thomas 
Corder died as well as the Corder’s family home, 
where William had lived. Polstead has a strange, 
magical, otherworldly energy. Despite the 
beautiful summer weather that greeted us, we 
felt as though the impact of what had happened 
here haunted this quaint little village. The woman 
who lives in Maria’s cottage swears that on the 
odd night she can hear footsteps outside in 
the darkness. She thinks they may be the steps 
of William Corder, coming to take Maria to the 
red barn, or perhaps it was Maria herself, her 
spirit not yet settled, despite her death. It was 
at this point I realised that our play was also a 
ghost story, and the playing of it was a kind of 
spell - we needed to free Maria a little, help her 
ghost settle. 

During rehearsals we worked through the story 
scene by scene in detail, then found the visual 
sweep that binds them together. I was keen that 
the play should feel like a dream, each scene 
flowing effortlessly into each other. I wanted 
Maria’s monologues to feel extremely intimate, 
so having the audience close, on two sides, 
allowed that direct connection to take hold. We 
also experimented with a lot of improvisation 
and physical, non-verbal exercises, in order to 
find the characters and world of the play. And, 
obviously, there was lots of singing, which was a 
pleasure to listen to every day! 

The first performances of the play in Suffolk, in 
the searing heat of summer brought Maria and 
her women back to life for the first time. As part 
of the tour, we even performed the play in a barn 
in Semer. Those performances, in particular, felt 
evocative, ghostly and thrilling. 

HOW HAS THE STAGING 
CHANGED AS IT ’S  MOVED FROM 
TRAVERSE STAGING,  TO IN THE 
ROUND AND FINALLY NOW 
END ON?

The traverse and the round allowed for lots of 
circular, sweeping movements in the staging - it 
helped make the story feel energised and epic. I 
even jokingly said to the cast that we are staging 
a play with a revolve, yet there is no physical 
revolve! The revolve was in our imagination, we 
would have to find the swooping, flowing shapes 
through our bodies and breath. I loved the sense 
of distance that the actors could utilise, there 
were lots of bold moves, running and dancing. 
We loved having the actors so close to the 

audience, it was especially exciting for Maria’s 
monologues - it felt as though Lizzie was able to 
have a very direct, daring connection with them. 
She could look into the whites of their eyes. 

In the End-On set up you lose some of that 
intimacy and swirling movement but you gain 
more control over the audience’s eye and are 
able to build a bigger and more atmospheric 
set around the action. Verity Quinn’s barn 
looms over the action like an extra character. 
The audience could really take in Zoe Spur’s 
sepia, golden tones and moonlit shadows in her 
lighting design. It also allowed the actors to hone 
the images created in the round into something 
much clearer and cohesive. There were lots of 
gains in this adaptation to end on.

Ultimately, I think the play works in both setups 
and it is a testament to Beth’s robust script that 
it can withstand such big changes in the staging. 

LOOKING SPECIFICALLY AT THE 
CHERRY FAIR AND THE BURNING 
OF THE BARN IN PARTICULAR 
–  HOW DID YOU DEVELOP 
THESE MOMENTS.  WHAT WAS 
YOUR INTENTION WITH THOSE 
MOMENTS? 

These two scenes are two of the most important 
in the play. The Cherry Fair is a gloriously joyous 
sequence where we see the women at their 
happiest and most in love with each other. The 
music is bright and the lighting full of the pink 
and purple sunset hues of summer. Then comes 
the moment when Maria shuns her invitations 
of a dance from her male suitors and instead 
dances by herself. Eventually her mates join 
her - this is written on the page as ‘The five 
women dance, laughing and breathless. there 
is, for a moment, pure joy in it.’ This feels like 
a moment that we couldn’t shy away from in 
the staging, it had to be a breathless moment 
of pure abandon; a moment where all of the 
creative team combine to create an emotional 
high point for the story. Luke and I developed 
a song that built with emotional tenderness 
and hope, but stuffed with tension that had to 
be released. Rebecca and I worked with the 
actors to create a piece of movement that subtly 
tiptoed between naturalism and dream. Zoe’s 
lighting allowed the action to be sucked into a 
realm of colourful magic, a brief dive down the 
rabbit hole to a wonderland where these women 
were truly happy and untroubled by their grey 
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and challenging lives in rural Polstead. At the 
height of the sequence the women let out a long 
sung note of pure joy. This is the moment in the 
play I most look forward to when watching it, 
it frequently brings me to tears. These are the 
moments we all live for, no? Moments where you 
dance in the sunset with the ones you love, and, 
just for a moment, you are truly alive. 

And then comes the burning of the burn. This is 
the lowest moment in the play for the women; 
they have been down-trodden, robbed of Maria 
and silenced by the men in the village. Sarah’s 
rallying cry for vengeance shock me to the bone 
when I first read it. After the R&D it was the 
creative team’s number one question: how do 
we burn the barn??! Firstly, it felt important that 
what we should watch was a daring moment of 
radicalism for these women. They are making a 
choice to do something that could land them in 
a lot of trouble but they were finally standing up 
to the system that had led to the death of their 
friend. Emotionally it felt huge and I wanted 
to push the commitment of the actors to the 
extreme. 

When it came to the music that underscored the 
finale I wanted to try something unexpected. We 
had played around with a much more intense 
musical track but I was keen to try something 
with more hope in it, something brighter. So 
what Luke and I went for in the end was a piece 
of music that links to the women’s happiest time 
together - so back came the Dance music from 
the Cherry Fair. This time, as the barn starts to 
catch fire, we hear the music differently, it seems 
less joyous but more urgent and driven. The 
music is eventually swallowed up by the loud 
sounds of fire and smoke. 

It was also important to be that we really tried 
to fill the stage with fire so I wanted LOTS of 
smoke. As well as increased haze, there is a 
smoke machine that sits by the barn throughout 
the entire play and then is turned on for this very 
moment, as the fire lighting effects take hold. 

As the women watched the barn burn we came 
to the final stage directions in the play: ‘In the 
flickering light, MARIA walks through the stage. 
She holds the green umbrella, which she puts up 
and holds above her head. Then she walks away. 
They stand there, together.’ It felt important to 
me that Maria walks directly out of the barn. 
In doing so we essentially set her free. The 
first thing the audience see is the door flying 
open and the silhouette of Maria stands there. 

She strides forward and briefly joins the line of 
women, now howling at the burning night’s sky. 
She looks at them and then back at the audience. 
The discussions that Lizzie (who plays Maria) 
and I have had about that final moment have 
ebbed and flowed over the years. What is Maria 
communicating with the audience in this final 
look? Lizzie and I know, but what do you think is 
happening between audience and Maria in those 
final seconds before she opens up her umbrella 
and leaves the stage? In a time where there is 
still violence against young women dominating 
the news, this final final moment feels more 
charged than ever before. It is a moment that 
often gives me a tingle down the spine; Lizzie’s 
commitment to the emotional life of Maria never 
fails to move me and in this final stare she almost 
becomes her for a split second.  

WHAT WOULD BE YOUR ONE BIT 
OF ADVICE FOR AN EMERGING 
DIRECTOR?

Welcome to the industry. Strap yourselves in. 

See a wide range of plays. New plays, classical 
plays, puppetry, dance, mask work, immersive 
work. As much as you can. Read plays, books, 
the newspaper. Attend workshops. Never stop 
learning. Write, even if what your writing is crap. 
Inspiration is everywhere. Drink it in. Expand 
your palate. 

Go to live music gigs. Dance. Live life in HD 
colour. Take interest in people. Get your heart 
broken. 

Be nice. Communicate well. Make your own 
work, even if you don’t make much money out 
of it at first. Enjoy each project as much as you 
can and be careful of too much bitching. Self 
evaluate after each job so you can learn and 
grow. Make work across the country and don’t 
get too seduced by the London bubble. Direct 
work in drama schools, that work is so exciting. 
Work with young people, they are the smartest 
actors I’ve ever worked with. Get experience as 
an assistant director for a bit but make LOTS of 
your own stuff because that’s where you develop 
your voice. Befriend a good producer. And, most 
of all, never forget that this industry rarely gives 
you a free lunch so be bold, make that call or 
send that email, write that pitch, dare to write 
to that theatre company who you’d love to work 
for (or just start your own)… basically be ready 
to fail again and again and again until you start 
flying. 


