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Q&A with Verity Quinn 
(Designer)

COULD YOU DESCRIBE YOUR 
PROCESS IN  CREATING THE SET 
DESIGN FOR THE BALLAD OF 
MARIA MARTEN?

I spent a lot of time looking at photos of the 
area, reading everything I could about Maria 
Marten and life for women like her at that time in 
that place. Three key areas I was considering as I 
built a palette for the world were:

• Materials of the world: the barn, the fields, the 
furniture, the clothes. Also the dirt, the graft 
and the resourcefulness of physical labour 
and poverty. 

• The feeling we wanted to create for the 
audience: warmth of the women’s friendship, 
closeness to the action, the sense that their 
voices were swirling around you. 

• Considering it as a memory play, and 
giving everything a sepia tone like in an old 
photograph or drawing

In addition to these elements, there are also 
practical questions to solve, such as the size of the 
performance space, the audience configuration, 
the different specifications of each tour venue, 
how to make best use of the budget and how on 
earth we were going to burn down a barn. 

I use my sketchbook to work ideas through and 
then I start to translate them into a 3D model in 
1:25 scale. This starts with blank pieces of card 
to represent different pieces of set which then 
get developed to refine size, materials and paint 
finishes. I also then produce technical drawings 
of each element of the set which the builder uses 
along with the scale model and a ground plan of 
where the set is in the space, so that the lighting 
designer can develop their design. 

I also research and draw each of the costumes, 
which created a strong colour palette for each 
character and needed to be historically accurate 
but with practical adjustments so that the actors 
can move freely and don’t overheat when on 
stage. 
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 HOW HAS THE DESIGN CHANGED 
AS IT  MOVED FROM TRAVERSE 
STAGING,  TO IN THE ROUND AND 
FINALLY NOW END ON?

The design has been through three transformations, 
but having a robust aesthetic and colour palette 
from the beginning has created a clear path for 
reimagining and adjusting for each configuration. 
The traverse version established the design and the 
hero image of the piece, which is Maria silhouetted 
against the burning barn after her friends freed 
her, metaphorically speaking. In the round we were 
able to just have the barn door with some small 
additional pieces of barn as sightlines prevented us 
from having anything more substantial. However we 
were able to use the movable Arbour piece to give 
some suggestion of structure. For End On we had to 
meet the height and incredible negative space that 
proscenium arch venues have, so I reinstated the 
barn structure from the traverse version and created 
two new, large pieces of Barn Wall that sit upstage 
of the main structure. These funnel the actors 
entrance and exits and echo the new, circular shape 
of the floor cloth. The arbour evolved to become 
two static posts which sit in the mid stage, which 
echo the framing of the proscenium and provide 
practical places for set dressing. 
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LOOKING SPECIFICALLY AT THE 
CHERRY FAIR AND THE BURNING 
OF THE BARN IN PARTICULAR - 
HOW DID YOU DEVELOP YOUR 
DESIGN TO ACHIEVE THESE 
MOMENTS.  WHAT WAS YOUR 
DESIGN INTENTION WITH THOSE 
MOMENTS?

The Cherry Fair is a big set piece that punctuates 
the first half of the play, and we wanted to create 
a festival atmosphere and an explosion of colour 
and movement that is in stark contrast to the 
sepia, haziness of previous scenes. This play 
moves at pace, there’s no time to have huge long 
set changes so achieving the big shift in tone 
and visuals that the Cherry Fair needs is really 
a combination of all the theatrical elements of 
sound, movement, lighting and key props that 
populate the space. These are actually relatively 
simple- some bunting, some cherry pieces and 
tankards with cherry wine. The lighting does a lot 
of the work to amplify the colour in this scene. 

Burning down the barn is another big lighting 
moment. I designed the barn structure to have 
gaps between the planks, partly to represent the 
fragmentary nature of memory and also so that 
Zoe could shoot light and smoke through from 
upstage, so we can see the flames flicker and 
build. 

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

My advice would be to think about design as 
a world you’re creating, that creates a visual 
playingfield for the story to be told. Always 
consider the audience’s experience of the piece 
and how you want them to meet the piece. Get 
really good at describing your idea to everyone 
in the team and let them in on your thinking. 
Relationships make or break a design, so make 
sure you know when to seek advice and build on 
the expertise of the production team.


