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The Crucible  A triumph! 
A Report from the Director  
 
I said in my programme notes for The Crucible 
that it is a ‘big’ play – and so it is, in every respect. 
It is very long – it turned out just under 3 hours 
including interval. It has an enormous cast – we 
had 23 actors in all, and many of them doubled as 
‘extras’. It is extraordinarily wordy and Arthur 
Miller’s language is difficult. And it makes 
enormous demands on its audience. Little wonder 
therefore that many of those who came to a 
performance on one of a succession of fine warm 
evenings said they did so with reluctance and 
trepidation, and that we had some difficulty selling 
it to the people of Frome. We had just over 50% 
seat occupancy in the end, and we will have made 
a loss. 
 
 
What I omitted to say, probably because I didn’t 
fully realise it until we got it to the Merlin, is that 
The Crucible is not just a ‘big’ play but a great 
play. Seeing the audience emerge after each 
performance, a few with red swollen eyes, and 
many of them with their “insides all shuddery”, as 
Mary Warren would put it, brought it home to me 
hat we had all witnessed something truly 
remarkable. People were engrossed – the words 
“riveting” and “gripping” were on everyone’s lips, 
the three hours went by “in a flash”, youngsters 
from schools in the area sat silent throughout the 
whole play, apparently completely absorbed, and 
even seasoned Frome theatre-goers were visibly 
moved. “Brilliant”, they said, “absolutely brilliant”. 
 

 

 
Dancing In The Forest 

 
David Riley as Rev Parris with  
Katie Wilkes as his niece Betty 

 
Casting  
 
I cast the play quite early – before Christmas in 
fact. With such a large cast I knew I couldn’t rely 
entirely on members putting themselves forward, 
and quite a lot of the work had to be done in 
advance, though we did in fact have a remarkably 
good turn-out for the reading at the beginning of 
December. Almost before the sweat had dried on 
them after It Runs In The Family I had secured 
David Holt to play Danforth and Alan Burgess to 
play Hale. I thought it would be interesting to see 
them as antagonists this time, and so it proved. 
David Riley had had such fun as the Police 
Sergeant in IRITF that he immediately put his 
name down for the role of Parris, though he was 
away at the time of the reading.  
 
There was never any doubt in my mind that Jade 
Taylor would play Abigail and that Millie Mitchard 
would play Mary Warren, though her health was 
quite a worry. I didn’t however have a clear idea of 
who would take the crucial roles of John and 
Elizabeth Proctor, and so we held formal 
auditions. Amazingly we had four potential JPs at 
one stage, and three possible EPs. Martin and 
Keely however blew us away by learning the 
audition piece – the first few pages of their kitchen 
scene – and performing it with such depth of 
emotion that day at the Health Centre that the 
decision was easy.  
 
The rest of the casting fell into place quite soon 
after. Five girls responded to a piece in the paper 
and I snapped them up to play Abigail’s cronies in 
the forest at the beginning and in the courtroom. 
One of them – Katie Wilkes – rang me from 
Glastonbury and volunteered her Dad to bring her 
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“To say that I was impressed would be 
a huge understatement – it was 

stunning”   
Hilary May, adjudicator. 

“Another triumph for this superb club”    
Caroline Wood in the Somerset Standard 
 

to rehearsals! We will always be indebted to 
Jeremy Wilkes for this, especially since he said he 
might as well stay to help crew in Production 
Week, and proved to be a real stalwart backstage. 
Bryan Williams, who had so impressed me with 
his performance as Candy in Of Mice & Men, was 
a natural to play Giles Corey, though I had some 
difficulty persuading him not to shave his beard off 
and go for the part of John Proctor! I met Chris 
Parker leaning against the bar of the Packhorse 
and he said he would be happy to play Mr 
Putnam, opposite Lesley Swinburn as Mrs P, and 
to my delight Jo Quintero, who is one of the GPs 

at the Health Centre, said she would have a go at 
playing Tituba, though she hadn’t acted since 
school. I had always thought Gillie Richardson, 
our Chairman, would be the ideal Rebecca Nurse 
and so she was. It was lovely to have her back on 
stage again after a two year break following Cold 
Comfort Farm. Alex Webb nobly agreed to take 
the very small part of Francis Nurse, and was a 
joy to work with. Mike Walter had come over from 
Westbury for the reading, and though he had had 
almost no experience, there was something about 
him which made me sure he had it in him to play 
Cheever, and this turned out to be a great 
success. Robert O’Farrell came from Batcombe 
Players and, with his wonderful rich voice, was an 
obvious choice to play Hathorne; he said he had 
long been tempted to forsake village hall drama 
and to experience the bright lights with FDC and 
this seemed the ideal opportunity. For a while we 
were without a Herrick, because Phillip Morris had 
had to withdraw, but then Terry Griffin said he 
wouldn’t mind coming back out of retirement, 
having played the same part 36 years before 
when George Ritchie directed it as the first 
amateur production, in the round no less, after the 
Merlin opened. Val Atkinson was away travelling 
for the first half of the rehearsal period, but was 
content with the tiny role of Sarah Good, and she 
is so experienced that I knew I had no worries 
there.  

So, we went into rehearsal with a very strong 
group of principals and an enthusiastic and 
committed supporting cast, many of whom were 
new to FDC. One of them, Donna Matthews from 
Horningsham, turned out to be a godsend. She is 
very able actress, on the verge of going to drama 
school, and in fact had played Parris in a school 
production in Bruton a couple of years before, so 
she knew The Crucible very well. I couldn’t find a 
decent part to make best use of her talent but she 
willingly and gracefully accepted the role of Mercy 

Lewis, and much more important she agreed to 
help me as Assistant Director. Neither of us had a 
very clear idea of what this would entail. In the 
end she attended every single rehearsal  she 
played most of the characters (standing in for 
absentees), she understudied the part of Mary 
Warren which she learned in full when Millie was 
almost too weak to continue, she directed the 
opening scene in the jail and she took individuals 
off to coach them. She was amazing! It would 
have been very difficult to do it without her.  
 
I must also pay tribute to Michael Hoskinson who 
cheerfully gave hours and hours of his time in 
supporting and coaching individuals who were 
struggling with their roles, and whose keenly 
observed notes after the Dress Rehearsal were of 
enormous value. Though his work takes him away 
from Frome a great deal and currently precludes 
his full-time involvement with a production, the 
Club is so lucky to have his experienced eye and 
wise words when we need them.  

 

 
Jade Tailor as Abigail Williams 

 
Rehearsals  
I had allowed over three months for rehearsal – 
though with the Easter break this would be 
whittled down to 11 weeks, and it turned out to be 
hardly enough. Those who had learned their lines 
in the first two months as requested were fine, but 
some had underestimated the time it would take 
to absorb them accurately and the final few weeks 
were a race against the Get-in deadline. I never 
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“As good a production of this 
piece as I have ever seen…”  – 
Mark McGann, actor 
 

“Congratulations on a really 
splendid production” 

Bob Gooding, personal letter. 

want to go through that again, and nor do they, 
I’m sure! If we ever do a big cast play like this 
again, and I fervently hope we will, because it is 
so good for the Club to get masses of people 
involved, we really must impress on everyone the 
need to get off script a month before we go into 
the Merlin. So many opportunities for subtle 
moulding and development of characters were 
lost in ghastly stumbling run-throughs and I was in 
despair. That they managed to get it together in 
time was little short of miraculous, but I think the 
example set by the younger leads was an 
inspiration to the others and I could see people 
raising their game the closer we got to Production 
Week. The realisation seemed to dawn on them 
that this was something special, that we were a 
team, and that the play could be spoiled by a lack 
of diligence on the part of any member of it. In the 
end they were magnificent, but only as the result 
of an incredible amount of work. 
  

Production Week at the Merlin was a joy. By this 
time there was no question of anyone needing a 
prompter, thank goodness, and though there were 
still quite a few sticky moments by now the cast 
were able to help each other get out of them. Until 
then we had laboriously laid out lengths of fabric 
at the Health Centre to represent the walkways. 
Now they had a three-dimensional set to work 
with and to my amazement they took to it very 
easily. We had a cold run in costume on the 
Sunday evening, after the Get-in, which was really 
helpful and then a tech run, with lights and sound. 
By the Wednesday, after an almost flawless first 
Dress Rehearsal, the cast were desperate for an 
audience so, instead of a second Dress, which 
would have been counter productive, I decided to 
just top-and-tail the scenes so that Chris could try 
out some final tweaking of the lighting and the 
stage crew could practice the scene changes, 
which really paid off. We finished early, which 
meant the younger cast could get a bit of much 
needed sleep, and the rest off us went down to 
The Packhorse for several well-earned drinks. It 
was a great night! 
 
 
  
 
 
 

 
Keely Beresford as Elizabeth Proctor and Bryan 

Williamson as Giles Cory 
 
Design 
I had decided from the start that I wanted two 
levels in the courtroom – a raised area for the 
judiciary and the witnesses and plaintiffs to be at 
stage level. The idea of a cruciform walkway 
emerged soon after this, and this allowed for the 
bedroom and the kitchen scene to be played in 
separate parts of the stage. It did mean we were a 
bit cramped at times during the 1st Act – Arthur 
Miller has a tendency to bring lots of people into a 
scene and then leave them there, and much of the 
blocking had to do with “getting rid” of actors into 
a space where they were still part of the action but 
weren’t masking those who were speaking. It took 
a bit of working out but I think/hope it was 
successful. I took inspiration from the Dutch 
masters (Rembrandt’s The Anatomy Lesson in 
particular) and decided to have everything in 
shades of black so that, with Chris’s lighting and 
Heather’s costumes, the faces and the collars and 
cuffs would glow out of the darkness. This made 
sense, too, of the groupings around the bed in the 
first scene and the table in the second. The 
surface of the walkway we painted with a satin 
finish so that it would reflect light and this picked 
up the cyc beautifully. The fire was a really 
important focal point at the head of the crucifix, 
and provided us with some colour and life 
upstage, as well as being a source of the smoke 
which became so useful in creating atmosphere. 
With the back tabs closed the courtroom was 
really too black and so we painted the door that 
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lovely red colour, echoing the fire, which gave the 
scene great majesty and we picked up the same 
colour in the cushion on the chair Danforth used. 
The audience probably wouldn’t have consciously 
realised it but there was quite a bit of symbolism 
in the way we used the set. The crucifix for 
instance was turned upside down as the play 
progressed and evil asserted itself, the less moral 
characters stuck to the left side of the stage and 
the pure in heart to the right side, even in the line-
up (Elizabeth for instance never once crossed the 
centre line, and JP only did so when he was 
dallying with Abigail and when he leapt the divide 
to denounce Abigail and brand himself a sinner in 
the public eye), the fire flared up when evil was 
about, the cyc amplified it as the hanging 
approached etc etc. I won’t go on, but I had a lot 
of fun working all this out 

 
David Holt as Judge Danforth 

questions Abigail Williams 
Set 
We are incredibly lucky to have Bill Jacques on 
the FDC production team. He is a retired architect 
and was able to turn my drawings into a three-
dimensional model in the blink of an eye. He and I 
then spent some very happy weeks quietly 
building it in kit form in our garage at Red Cottage 
– 6 hours a day, two days a week. We worked 
slowly and carefully, and still didn’t get it 
absolutely right, but the Get-in went really well 
because we had done so much of the work in 
advance. There was a really good team on the 
day – led by Geoff Hunt and Felix Byrne, both of 
whom are chippies at heart, and who quickly got 
the walkways together, with the help of Michael 
Hoskinson and Steve Hooper’s stage crew, and 
erected that massive door. Every piece of set, as 

well as all the furniture, had carpet stapled onto 
the bottom of it so that it would slide silently in and 
out of place. We used about 1000 screws and not 
one single nail! Fortified by Migs Jacques' 
delicious sandwiches at lunchtime we had it all 
done and dusted in 4 hours. I’m sure the cast, 
invited to come at 2.30, expected to be knee-deep 
in wood shavings and curses. By then it was 
perfect. 

 

 
Alan Burgess as Rev Hale  
and Jo Quintero as Tituba 

Props  
Trixie Collin exceeded even my expectations, 
which – knowing her love of attention to detail – 
were pretty high. The props and set 
dressing/furnishings were superb in every respect. 
And wasn’t the Proctor’s settle just beautiful? 
(Thank you to Michael and Gillie for that 
incidentally). Trixie has a real knack for coming up 
with just the right thing – Cheever’s writing box for 
instance, which even had an inkwell inside it, and 
(bless him) I saw Mike dipping his quill into it while 
he scratched away at the documents in the court. 
The parchment she used wasn’t actually hand-
made but all but - chosen for colour and weight, 
and then sandpapered to give it a nice texture and 
scalloped to make it look aged. She even wrote 
out all the warrants with a quill pen so they would 
look  ‘blobby’ and authentic. JP’s stew was 
actually chicken stew and very tasty apparently 
and the bread was fresh every day. Who else 
would go to all that trouble? That’s the sort of 
dedication which is making FDC such a wonderful 
Club to belong to. 

 

 
A scene in Betty Parris’s bedroom 
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Costumes  
When I put Heather in charge of designing the 
costumes and she said she was going to the RSC 
for them I knew firstly that they would be superb 
and secondly that the budget would be woefully 
inadequate – even though we had got a special 
allowance from the Treasurer. In the end she went 
up twice to Stratford, and spent hours and hours 
going round the rails choosing exactly what she 
needed to create that ‘Dutch master’ effect. 
Though it nearly killed her, dragging those heavy 
costumes up and down three flights of stairs (they 
don’t help you at the RSC – they just sit in the 
office and tot up what you have taken) and came 
home completely knackered, she haggled for all 
she was worth while she was there and got the 
price down to just over half their face value. They 
really were magnificent and the cast wore them 
very well – though gosh, they must have been 
melting. Millie’s first dress was heavy wool and 
she collapsed with exhaustion at the tech so 
Heather sat up that night and made her another 
lighter one from scratch. She also made the 
majority of the collars and the tabs. I am very 
proud of her. I must also mention Yumiko, Simon 
Bowman’s wife, who churned out an apparently 
endless succession of beautifully-made period 
caps, some to distress in the jail scene, and some 
to replace those unaccountably mislaid by young 
and excitable actresses.  
 

 
Millie Mitchard as Mary Warren  

in the Proctor’s kitchen 
Sound  
Simon Bowman has made a name for himself with 
FDC for his exquisitely detailed sound-tracks, 
dating back to Night Must Fall. He is another 
person whom the Club owes an enormous debt of 
gratitude. But little did we know that he has been 
hiding his light as a composer. When I 
approached him with the idea of creating some 
synthesised music to give The Crucible the right 
atmosphere he leapt at the chance and over a 
period of about six weeks he would send me 
fragments of the most delicious sounds which he 
had built up from samples. Quite extraordinarily 
skilful and imaginative. He came to rehearsals to 
get the feel of the various scenes he was 
composing for and got quite excited, I think, about 
the fusion of action on stage and the 

accompanying music. It certainly gave the cast an 
enormous boost to hear it. And the end result was 
wonderful – it gave the production an extra 
dimension and I will be eternally grateful to him for 
all the trouble he took to get it just right. 

 

 
Rev Hale and Deputy Governor Danforth.  

Terry Griffin as Herrick looks on. 
Lighting  
I had approached Chris ages ago about lighting 
The Crucible and the whole thing clearly 
stimulated his imagination. The set must have 
been a nightmare but he cheerfully took it all in his 
stride and gave us the most wonderful light to 
work in, so carefully focussed so as not to spill 
outside the defined acting areas and yet angled to 
pick up faces everywhere. The colour was 
fantastic – I don’t think I shall ever forget seeing 
those characters up on the walkway, silhouetted 
against that gorgeous orangey-red morning sky. 
He really responded to the idea of trying to re-
create the Dutch masters with the interior scenes, 
and kept working at it to get it right. And as some 
of Dave Hollis’s exceptional photographs show, 
he succeeded magnificently. Hats off to him. He is 
truly a master! Thanks too to Tony Atkinson who 
cheerfully agreed to be his ‘mate’ and helped with 
all the rigging and focussing. 

 

 
That amazing sky 
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Stage Management 
 
Always the last to be mentioned, and sadly often 
forgotten by audiences (and possibly even some 
actors?) but absolutely crucial to the success of 
any production and in this one their teamwork was 
superb. Steve Hooper has quietly taken on Alan 
Woolley’s mantle and inspired his stage crew to 
do really good work. The precision with which they 
conducted the scene changes was extraordinary, 
particularly considering about half of them were 
new to the Merlin, if not to crewing altogether. Ally 
Maryon came in at short notice to do props, which 
as always were spot on, releasing Trixie Collin to 
work stage right and Denise Gibbons to work 
stage left. Simon Fairgrieve, one of our newest 
members, Bill Jacques and Jeremy Wilkes were 
there to move the heavy stuff. And their wing 
discipline was exemplary – I heard not a sound 
backstage, even during the quietest scenes.  
 
 
 

 
 
 
Michael did hear murmuring at one stage during 
the kitchen scene on the last night and assumed it 
was the crew. I stoutly defended them, and it turns 
out it was a couple of actors who should have 
known better! We are very fortunate to have such 
a good team – well done all of you. 
 
So it is over now. The cast and crew (most of 
them anyway) will be gathering at the Merlin for 
one last time on Saturday 5th May to see Adam 
Bowman’s DVD and to warm themselves with 
memories of a job very well done. I am so proud 
of what we have achieved as a team. I overheard 
one of the ushers, who had crept in to watch the 
final performance, say quietly to herself at the end 
as she got up to go before the applause rang out: 
“Well done, Frome Drama Club”. I wholeheartedly 
agree. 
 
Philip de Glanville   
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

Martin Coat as John Proctor 
 
 

All photographs of The Crucible were taken by Dave Hollis.
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Play Readings  – these take place every month at 8 pm at The Packhorse in Christchurch 
Street - all welcome - to read or just listen. 
 
May 14 th  - “Dangerous Corner” by J B Priestley 
 
“We spend too much of our time telling lies and acting them, don’t we?” observes one of the guests. A 
dinner party; a musical box; three couples; an inquisitive American novelist; and, last but not least, a 
suicide – or was it? 
Sounds intriguing, doesn’t it? Find out more by coming along to May’s play reading of. It has a mixed 
cast of 4 women and 3 men and, like Priestley’s better known piece “An Inspector Calls”, it is a time play 
where things aren’t always as they seem. What if the characters had a second chance; if, at the 
dangerous corner, they had taken a different turning? This reading will be led by Debbie Holt  
 
June 18 th   - Black Comedy  by Peter Schaeffer  
 
An artist  with a dubious romantic history, Brinsdley Miller, is holding a showing of his works for the 
world's richest man, Georg Bamberger, and his fiancee's father, a domineering army man names 
Colonel Melkett. Miller and Carol Melkett, his fiancée, have borrowed his neighbour's antiques for the 
weekend, without his knowledge, in order to impress both her father and the millionaire. Of course, just 
when things should be going perfectly, the fuse blows... Hilarity ensues as the neighbour returns home 
unexpectedly, the power man turns up (who just happens to sound exactly the same as Mr Bamberger), 
and Miller's last lover returns, and wants him back! There are 8 Characters – 3 male and 5 female. This 
reading will be led by Calum Grant  
 

Playreadings at the Packhorse 
 
 
NEWSFLASH: PETSHOP BOYS IN SHORT TROUSERS!! 

 
For the March play reading we gathered together in the Packhorse under the direction of Calum Grant to 
enjoy a Dennis Potter double bill. 
 
First up was “Blue Remembered Hills ” set in Potter’s idyllic Forest of Dean during the Second World War. 
The cast are a group of seven year olds but the joy of it is that they are played by adults. It is fair to say that 
the average age around the table allowed for considerable familiarity and nostalgia. It is with relief that I can 
report there were no little accidents and no one got their conkers out. 
 
After a short interval for some dandelion and burdock we reconvened for something decidedly more adult. 
“Joe’s Ark ” is set in a pet shop in rural Wales where chapel is a way of life - boyo. Tragically, the shop’s 
owner, Joe, is helplessly watching his young daughter, Lucy, die from cancer. She is a bright undergraduate 
at Oxford but now she lies in bed above the shop. 
 
Joe cannot reconcile the impending death of his only love with the Biblical cant, as he sees it, spouted by the 
village preacher. The play has other strands (a young man in love with Lucy; Joe’s estranged son, Bobby) 
but it has Joe at its centre and we all sensed the enormity of his grief and the challenge to his once strong 
faith. 
 
An excellent evening well marshalled by Calum who hopes to direct “Blue Remembered Hills” for the club 
during the 2008 Frome Festival in an outdoor production in the gardens of the Blue House. 
 

MH 
 

 
Shakespearean Opportunity  
 
The Merchant of Venice  will be performed by The Bradfordians at Westwood Manor, Nr. Bradford-on-Avon 
Wed 27th - Sat 30th June with picnics in the grounds from 6pm (weather permitting)  
 
Enquiry and Booking line from Tues 22nd May is 01225 863816 


