
1Q&A with Zoe Spurr

Q&A with Zoe Spurr 
(LX Designer)

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

Set designers and lighting designers work best 
when the process is collaborative, we often read 
the script and share visuals as early as possible 
to ensure when the design is being created, 
lighting can be integrated fully. I wanted to bring 
the footlights into the design, being in traverse 
they became a beautiful design feature that 
surrounded and marked out the playing space. 
Knowing we had a character who was narrating 
as well as being in the scenes of her past, it was 
important to create a clear visual language to 
support these moments, and the warm vs cool 
footlights gave us that element and added to the 
storytelling. The barn and the lighting associated 
was also an ongoing conversation, from ‘sunlight 
creeping in’ to moonlight, to it being set alight, 
we had to achieve all these looks to support 
Maria and her narration. By ensuring we had the 
practical elements to do this eg the lights, depth 
behind the barn for the lights/smoke machine etc, 
we were then able to experiment and play with 
these lighting tools to create the desired effect. 

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

The show is designed with the audience 
experience in mind, and having the audience 
in traverse meant everyone was much closer 
to the action and the space became more 
intimate. We were keen to hold onto this 
intimacy in the various outings of the tour, and 
end on particularly can sometimes distance an 
audience. I think we went in with uncertainty, 
but the redesign allowed us different blocking 
options and in rehearsal this was explored to 
best tell the stories and to mark out the various 
locations. We found that the Maria narration sat 
very powerfully in the end on configuration, the 
audience was hooked on every word and were 
captivated by the power of the story, and we all 
loved the intensity of one character standing on 
stage delivering such powerful words into a vast 
space.
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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 power of the music and singing in the Cherry 
Fair pushed me creatively to find a new level 
for the number, and the strength of it meant we 
could go very bold with looks, which is why we 
chose the pink/blue/purple colour palette. This 
isn’t a naturalistic moment, it’s a moment of joy 
and glee and rare pure excitement, which we 
don’t see a lot of in the play. The lighting held 
and reflected this moment, elevating it to the 
next level. The barn was something we explored 
in technical rehearsals, trying different timings 
of smoke/lighting/fire effect at different points 
in the text to ensure we had the correct build up 
to the end of the play. We didn’t want to peak 
too soon, but wanted to make sure we had a 

clear journey to the end narrated by lighting 
smoke and fire, alongside the text. The flickering 
lights behind the barn gave us the shafts of 
light through the set, and the fire effect light 
works well to give us the look of real fire which 
is important not to lose in this moment. The 
burning of the barn is triumphant, and this is 
reflected in the build and intensity of the lighting 
used in the scene. 

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

Be interested in your surroundings, take photos 
and observe how light affects mood, shapes and 
colours in the world. 

Also, you’ll learn something from every 
opportunity, and you can make your own 
opportunities too. The ‘backstage’ theatre world 
can seem quite faceless, but learn who creative 
teams are on shows and get in touch with people 
you admire.


