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Introduction 
 

This pack has been designed to support your visit to The Watermill to watch our production 

of Watership Down. 

 

This is a digital pack; where you see this arrow there is a link that you can 

click on to view other material online. 

 

Your feedback is most welcome, please email outreach@watermill.org.uk or call me on 

01635 570934. 

 

Don’t forget that we offer workshops on most aspects of drama, and visit many schools in 

the surrounding area to work with students and teachers. For an education brochure, please 

visit the Outreach pages on our website, or contact us. 

  

 For our schools brochure please click here.  

 

 

We hope you find the pack useful. 

Emma Bradbury  

Outreach Assistant 

 

Email: emma@watermill.org.uk | Tel: 01635 570934 

The Watermill Theatre 

Bagnor, Newbury, Berks RG20 8AE 

www.watermill.org.uk 

 

     

       www.watermill.org.uk/education_packs 

 
 
 
This pack was written and designed by Emma Bradbury with contributions from Lixi Chivas, 
Adam Penford, Scarlet Wilderink, Matt Ray and work experience placement, Chris Roostan. 
 
The Watermill’s core Education and Outreach programme is generously supported by The 
Dr. Mortimer and Theresa Sackler Foundation. 
 
Rehearsal and production photos by Philip Tull.  

 

https://www.watermill.org.uk/uploads/Wmill_PRIMARY4ppA5_2012.pdf
http://www.watermill.org.uk/
http://www.watermill.org.uk/education_packs
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A Short Synopsis 

In contrast to the original novel, our play 
opens with a prologue in which Blackberry 
tells the other rabbits a ‘rain story’.  The story 
he chooses to tell is their origin story of how 
El-ahrairah, the father of every rabbit ever 
born, saved the species in a battle with the 
Rabbit of Inle, who brings death.  In the 
process, El-ahrairah loses his whiskers and 
ears, but his eventual success safeguards the 
future of rabbits. 
 
The first scene opens with brothers, Hazel and 
Fiver, foraging for food and finding a rare 
treat – a cowslip.  But their excitement is 
quickly quelled when Holly and Bigwig arrive 
to remind them, none too gently, that 
cowslips are the special privilege of the Chief 
Rabbit.  While Hazel and Bigwig argue, Fiver 
who experiences premonitions of the future, 
sees a vision of death and fire and blood 
engulfing the Sandleford warren where all the 
rabbits live. 
 
Only a handful of male buck rabbits believe 
Fiver’s vision but Fiver, Hazel, Bigwig, 
Blackberry and Pipkin set off to escape 
tragedy.  Having never ventured very far, the 
unexplored world is a terrifying place full of 
“teeth in the shadows, claws in the leaves”. 
Eventually, after dodging owls, dogs and 
badgers, the rabbits find shelter of a sort for 
their first night away from a warren. 
 
But while his friends sleep, Fiver has a vision 
of a warren he doesn’t recognise: Efrafa.  He 
watches as two female does, Hyzenthlay and 
Blackavaar, tease their pregnant friend,  
 
 
 

Thethuthinnang, and dream of a life free from 
their overcrowded warren under the 
draconian General Woundwort.  Hyzenthlay, 
who is also gifted with visions, sees a warren 
in the sky and a white bird.  Their plan to run 
away is over-heard by another young doe,  
 
Nelthilta, who reports the plot to the fierce 
officers, known as the Owsla. 
The bucks continue on their journey, without 
really knowing where to go.  They are lucky to 
stumble on a feast of lettuces and carrots, but 
their luck runs out when they discover the 
delicious treats have been left as a 
trap.  Bigwig is caught in the hunter’s snare 
and only saved by Blackberry’s quick thinking 
when he works out how to release the wire: a 
wire that Fiver had seen in a vision that no 
one listened to. 
 
Meanwhile in Efrafa, the doe rabbits who 
wanted to leave have been imprisoned 
underground in the warren for a long 
time.  The overcrowding has become so 
terrible that Thethuthinnang has chosen to 
eat her litter of kittens rather than bring them 
up in the stifling dark.  General Woundwort’s 
only concern is that Thethuthinnang’s crying 
could attract predators. 
 
For the travelling buck rabbits their journey is 
over.  Having finally learned to trust Fiver’s 
insight after his premonition of the snare 
wire, the group have let him lead them to 
Watership Down, their new home.  As they 
are settling in they are startled to find Holly, 
the Owsla officer from Sandleford, has 
followed them.  His news is bad: Fiver’s vision 
was correct and he was the only survivor of 
the humans destroying the old warren. 
 
Another visitor arrives: an injured seagull, 
Keehar.  In return for food and shelter while 
his wing mends, Keehar agrees to scout for 
other rabbits (especially female does) to join 
the Watership Down warren once he can fly 
again. 
 

Rabbit Family Explained 
Buck a male rabbit 
Doe a female rabbit 
Kitten a young rabbit 
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In Efrafa, Nelthilta bitterly regrets reporting 
the does’ plan to the General, seeing how 
brutally they have been punished.  Their 
suffering has only strengthened their 
determination to escape, however.  As they 
make their attempt, Hyzenthlay is distracted 
when she recognises the white bird of her 
visions flying above her.  She is kicked to the 
ground and the interval begins. 
 
Act Two begins with Keehar reporting on his 
reconnaissance: that he’s seen the Efrafa doe 
rabbits being pulled back underground after 
trying to leave.  Although it will be very 
dangerous to make the journey, Bigwig sets 
off with Keehar to guide him to the warren. 
 
When Bigwig arrives at Efrafa, the General 
won’t allow him to leave, let alone permit 
anyone else to go as well.  Bigwig can stay or 
he can die.  An Owsla officer, Campion, shows 
Bigwig around and lays down the rules. 
 
In Watership Down, it’s been a long time since 
Bigwig left, too long.  Keehar is itching to get 
back to his migration journey but Hazel needs 
his help to find Efrafa and, hopefully, 
Bigwig.  Leaving Holly and Pipkin to guard the 
warren, Hazel, Fiver and Blackberry brave the 
outside world again. 
 
Bigwig is also in danger in Efrafa: just as he is 
about to make a break for it, a stoat attacks 
and Bigwig fights it off.  Although he’s 
punished for trying to leave, he is made an 
Owsla officer for his courage.   
 
The rescue party travel through a farmyard, 
seeing off a cat and a dog before a gunshot 
rings out and Hazel falls unconscious.  In the 
dream world, Hazel meets the mythical El-
ahrairah.  Fiver calls Hazel back to reality and 
Keehar digs the bullet from Hazel’s leg. 
 
In Efrafa, Bigwig seems to be assimilating to 
his new home but really has been watching 

the group of rebel rabbits since he arrived, 
waiting for an opportunity to talk to them 
secretly about escaping together.  After a 
message from Keehar that help is on its way, 
Bigwig pulls Hyzenthlay aside.  When he talks 
about their high warren (a warren ‘in the sky’) 
and Keehar, the white bird, Hyzenthlay 
realises her vision is coming true.  She readies 
her friends, including Nelthilta, to run for it. 
 
The Owsla patrol have captured Hazel and 
bring him to see the General who demands 
Hazel bring the other ‘wild’ rabbits back to 
Efrafa or he will track them down and kill 
them.  On Bigwig’s signal, the doe rabbits run 
for freedom and the rescue party attack. 
 
Narrowly escaping the General and his Owsla, 
Keehar guides the liberated rabbits to the 
river where they find a boat to cross the 
water.  Drifting downstream away from the 
General, the rabbits thank Keehar and say 
goodbye as he leaves to find his ‘big water’. 
 
As the rabbits finally make it home to 
Watership Down their relief is short-lived as 
the General and Campion are sighted.  They 
seal themselves inside their warren but the 
General soon breaks in.  Fiver’s vision of 
‘teeth loose in the wood’ gives Hazel an idea 
to save them: he goes back to the farmyard 
and acts as bait to lure the dog to the warren 
so it will attack the General. 
 
A long time later we return to Watership 
Down and it is clear that the General was 
defeated.  Hyzenthlay and Bigwig play with 
their kittens, Fiver’s visions are only of good 
things, and Hazel is old.  Hazel lies down and 
passes away in his sleep, returning to the 
dream world where El-ahrairah welcomes into 
his own eternal Owsla. 
 
LIXI CHIVAS
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Richard Adams 

Known for terrifying children with his stories,  
Adams would love to scare his children with 
creepy bedtime stories because “when you’re 
little, you don’t distinguish between reality 
and fiction, it’s all reality.” Adams would use 
this to make a lasting impression on kids who 
read his books. Unfortunately, 13 publishers 
were unable to share his point of view when 
he wrote Watership Down. “I can remember 
weeping when I was little at upsetting things 
that were read to me, but fortunately my 
mother and father were wise enough to 
keep going.” Not many parents would make 
their children weep with bedtime stories, but 
Adams’ parents did and  
 
that gave him the realisation of how to write a 
gripping children’s book. 

 
Adams was born in 1920 in Newbury and was 
educated in Bradfield College from 1933 until 
1938. He then went to Worcester College, 
Oxford, to study Modern History. On 3 
September, 1939, Neville Chamberlain 
announced that Britain was at war with 
Germany and in 1940, he joined the airborne 
division of the British army (although he was 
never involved in armed combat). Army life is 
where he got the inspiration to write about a 
group of rabbits escaping to ‘Watership 
Down’ hill when their natural habitat is 
threatened by a new housing development 
project. Adams also credited naturalist Ronald 
Lockley and his book The Private Life of the 
Rabbit as a major source of inspiration. 
 
Adams did not start out with a love for 
writing, however. Watership Down started as 
a story to pass the time on a long car journey. 
It grew and grew, spilling out into school runs 
and his daughters, Juliet and Rosamond, 
urged him to write it down. “I hated it,” he 
said. “Writing is bloody hard work. But I did 
enjoy that I had the guts to persevere with it.”  
 
But writing Watership Down brought out his 
talent for writing and on a holiday from his 
work as a civil servant, he took a notebook to 
the lake district in 1972 in order to spend a 
couple of hours writing each evening. He has 
since written two very successful books, 
Plague Dogs and Shardik. But Watership 
Down has sold 50 million copies worldwide 
and in 44 years has never been out of print. At 
96 years of age, Adams now lives with his 
wife, Elizabeth, in Whitchurch, Hampshire, 
within 10 miles of his birthplace. 

 

Richard Adams and the cast of Watership Down. 
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Watership Down 
When he wrote Watership Down, Richard Adam drew heavily on his childhood memories of 
exploring the countryside on the Berkshire-Hampshire border with different family members and his 
father getting him to name various birds.  
 
Watership Down is a hill just South of Bishops Green, Hampshire, popular among walkers and 
cyclists and it is where the rabbits escape to when their own habitat in Sandleford is destroyed to 
make way for a 2000-unit housing development. We follow the rabbits on a journey where they 
eventually make their escape along the River Test. Adams is very familiar with this river and even 
wrote that it was only possible for the rabbits to use it because of the river’s weed-free, smooth-
flowing motion. 

Artwork created especially for The Watermill’s Watership Down by Susan Thompson. 
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The Characters 
 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 

Hazel leads the 
exodus from the 
Sandleford warren, 
prompted by the 
apocalyptic visions of 
his brother Fiver. He 
is a deep thinker and 
heroic in his actions. 
 

Holly captain of the 
Sandleford warren, 
refuses to leave with 
Fiver, Hazel and the 
others because he 
does not believe in a 
threat based on 
Fiver’s visions. 
 

Blackberry is loyal 
and tenacious, even 
when a lot about the 
flight from 
Sandleford scares 
him. His astute logic 
saves the day several 
times. 
 

Fiver is a visionary 
and can tell when 
something dangerous 
is about to happen. 
The other rabbits rely 
on his instincts and 
intuition. 
 

Bigwig is strong, 
cunning and loves a 
good battle. He 
competes with Hazel 
to become chief 
rabbit. 
 

Pipkin is a timid but 
loyal buck rabbit and 
the youngest 
member of Hazel’s 
group.  
 

Campion is General 
Woundwort’s right-
hand mand and 
dishes out the 
punishments 
Woundwort orders.  
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Kehaar is an initially 
hostile seagull who 
takes refuge on 
Watership Down with 
an injured wing, then 
helps the rabbits in 
their battle with the 
Efrafa warren. 
 

Thethuthinnang is a 
pregnant doe and 
one of the group that 
attempts to escape 
Efrafa. 
 

Blackavaar is a doe 
from Efrafa who 
challenges General 
Woundwort and is 
punished severely, 
making her determined 
to escape the warren 
and flee to Watership 
Down. 
 

Hyzenthlay cares for 
her friend 
Thethuthinnang and 
helps Bigwig with his 
plan to free the other 
does from Efrafa. 
 

General Woundwort is the 
tyrannical leader of the Efrafa 
warren: big, strong and vicious. 
He makes it his mission to 
destroy Hazel’s warren at 
Watership Down, and squares 
up to the equally combative 
Bigwig. 
 

Nelthilta is a spirited 
young doe who 
informs the Efrafa 
guards of the does’ 
plan to flee the 
warren, but later 
repents and works 
with the does to try 
and escape. 
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Interview with the Director 
 

As part of his Arts Award research, Keaton talked to Watership Down director, Adam Penford during 

a break in rehearsals. 

 

                     To listen to a full audio interview with Adam Penford, please click here.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

ADAM PENFORD 
Director 
Trained at the Liverpool Institute for Performing Arts (LIPA). 
 
For the National Theatre: A Small Family Business (Olivier); Dorfman Opening Gala (Dorfman); Is 
There Wi-Fi in Heaven (The Shed); Island (Cottesloe). Revival Director on One Man, Two Guvnors 
(West End, Broadway, UK and International Tour). Associate Director on NT 50 Years on Stage. Staff 
Director on Season’s Greetings. 
 
Other directing credits: Deathtrap (Salisbury Playhouse); Ghost the Musical (ETF); Stepping Out 
(Salisbury Playhouse); The Machine Gunners and Run! (Polka Theatre); The Hostage (Southwark 
Playhouse); Holes (New Wimbledon Studio Theatre); Young Woodley and Tea and Sympathy 
(Finborough Theatre). 
 
Assistant/Associate director credits: Kevin Spacey Gala (Old Vic); The Winter’s Tale (Propeller at The 
Watermill); The Vagina Monologues (National Tour); 50 Ways to Leave Your Lover (Bush); Imagine 
This (Theatre Royal, Plymouth); Dying For It (Almeida); Charley’s Aunt (Oxford Playhouse). 
 
Forthcoming: The Boys In The Band 

https://soundcloud.com/the-watermill-theatre
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Meet The Cast 

 

JAMES BACKWAY - Hazel 
James trained at Liverpool Institute of Performing Arts, graduating in 2014 
and was nominated for the Spotlight Prize.  
 
His work in theatre includes the leading role of ‘Albert’ in War Horse at the 
New London Theatre, New Views: Is There Wi-Fi in Heaven? at the National 
Theatre; and The Sound of Music at the London Palladium.  
 
TV includes: Humans. During his training he appeared in The Talented Mr 
Ripley, Three Sisters on Hope Street, Marat/Sade and as Hamlet in Hamlet. 

 

   
  CHARLOTTE BATE - Thethuthinang & Kehaar 

Charlotte trained at the Guildhall School of Music and Drama, graduating in 
2015. Her theatre credits include playing a female Friar Lawrence in Romeo 
& Juliet at the Sheffield Crucible alongside Freddie Fox and Morfydd Clark. 
 
Credits while training include: Medea in Medea, Viola in Twelfth Night, Sonia 
in Uncle Vanya, Millie in the Browning Version, Doris in Flare Path and Mrs 
Conway in Time and The Conways. 
 

        
 EDWARD BENNETT- General Woundwort 

           Theatre includes: Orson’s Shadow (Southwark Playhouse); The Rehearsal and 
Hay Fever (Chichester Festival Theatre); Love Labour’s Lost, Much Ado About 
Nothing, A Midsummer Night’s Dream and Hamlet (RSC); Things We Do For 
Love, School For Scandal, In The Next Room, Pygmalion, Little Nell, Habeas 
Corpus and Measure for Measure (Theatre Royal Bath); One Man, Two 
Guvnors (National Theatre Tour); Lovesong (Frantic Assembly); 3 Farces, Nan, 
Skin Game, Diana of Dobsons (Orange Tree Theatre); Plenty (Crucible Theatre, 
Sheffield); The Tempest and As You Like It (BAM/Tour/The Old Vic); Othello 
(Donmar Warehouse); School for Scandal and Invention of Love (Salisbury 
Playhouse); The Importance of Being Ernest (York Theatre Royal). 

 
Film includes: Skyfall, War Horse, Hamlet, Friends Just United. 
 
Television includes: Miranda, The Scum Also Rises, Above Suspicion, Doctors, 
After You’ve Gone, Silent Witness. 
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RICHARD JAMES-NEALE - Bigwig 
Richard trained at Mountview Academy of Theatre Arts, London. 
Theatre includes: Peter Pan (Regent’s Park Open Air Theatre); Othello 
(Frantic Assembly / UK Tour); Emil and the Detectives (National Theatre); 
Romeo and Juliet, A Midsummer Night’s Dream (Shakespeare›s Globe / 
International Tour); Romeo and Juliet (Pilot Theatre / UK Tour); Charlotte’s 
Web (Birmingham Stage Company); A Midsummer Night’s Dream (Tooting 
Arts Club); Pygmalion (Old Vic); The Tempest, A Midsummer Night’s Dream 
(UK and International Tours); The Tempest (UK Tour); In Doggerland, 
Whispering Happiness (Box of Tricks); A Midsummer Night’s Dream, The 
Comedy of Errors (Ludlow Castle) The Threepenny Opera (Lyric, 
Hammersmith), Murder in the Cathedral (Southwark Cathedral and 
Westminster Cathedral) both with the National Youth Theatre of Great 
Britain; Opening Ceremony of the 2012 London Olympic Games. 
 
Television includes: Atlantis (BBC); The Insiders (Channel 4). 
 
Film includes: The Legend of Tarzan, Dragon, When I’m Gone, Nadya’s 
Circus, The Situation Gone, Silent Witness. 
 

VICKI MANDERSON - Pipkin/Nelthilta 

Vicki works as an actor, dancer and movement director. As a performer, 
work includes: Aphrodite in Flippers (Bold and Saucy Theatre); Lightboxes 
(Grid Iron), In Time O’Strife, Knives in Hens, Home Inverness (National 
Theatre Scotland); Beautiful Burnout (Frantic Assembly/National Theatre 
Scotland); No Way Back (Frantic Assembly); Dr Dee (ENO/Manchester 
International Festival); The Two Gentlemen of Verona (Royal & Derngate); 
(in)visible dancing, LOL, To the Bone (Protein Dance). 
 
As Movement Director, work includes: Details (Grid Iron); Housed (Old Vic 
New Voices); Loaded, I Do Believe In Monsters (CSSD); Juicy & Delicious 
(National Theatre Studio); The Silence of The Sea (Donmar). 
 
As Associate Movement Director, work includes: Let The Right One In, In 
Time O’ Strife, Black Watch (National Theatre Scotland); The Twits (Royal 
Court); The Curious Incident of the Dog in the Night-Time (National/West 
End). 
 

ALEXANDER MORRIS - Fiver 
Alexander trained at The Liverpool Institute for the Performing Arts. 
 
Credits since graduating include: James Blamey in Poldark series 2 (BBC), 
Doctors (BBC) and Shakespeare’s R&J (Tabard Theatre). 
 
Credits whilst training include Hayfever, Pericles and Happy End. 
 
Alexander was nominated for the Spotlight Prize 2015. 
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JESS MURPHY - Blackavaar 
Theatre: The Choir (Citizens Theatre/ ATG); James and The Giant Peach 
(WYP); World Enough And Time (The Park Theatre); Macbeth (The Globe); 
The Lightning Child (The Globe); People (National Theatre); Collaborators 
(National Theatre); Into Thy Hands (Jericho House/Wiltons Music Hall); 
Warhorse (National Theatre); The Hostage (Southwark Playhouse); The 
Unspeakable (ETT/Darien); Brief Encounter (Knee-High); Bedroom Farce (The 
Little Theatre); Amadeus (Adam Spiegel Productions/Wiltons Music Hall); 
Perhaps Merely Quiet (Icarus); Blood Wedding (Almeida); Playing For Time 
(Salisbury Playhouse).  
 
Television: Holby City (BBC). 
 
Film: Hereafter (Warner Brothers); Will’s Diaries (Charis Orchard); Sweeny 
Todd (Warner Brothers); Finding Time (The Mardi Bunch); Thirty 
(Montambanco); A Weekend In Venice (Ellie Brent); Framed (Dark Pier 
Entertainment). 

 

JOSEPH O’MALLEY - Blackberry & Campion  
Joseph trained at the Guildford School of Acting. 
 
Recent theatre includes: Princess Caraboo (Finborough Theatre); Women of 
Troy (Scoop Theatre Southbank); One Man Two Guvnors (National Theatre); 
A Life of Galileo (Royal Shakespeare Company/Birmingham Rep); Horrible 
Histories: Terrible Tudors and Vile Victorians, Groovy Greeks, Horrible 
Science (Birmingham Stage Company); Billy (Union Theatre); HMS Pinafore 
(Kings Head Theatre). 
 
Filming work includes: Natasha (feature). 
 

 
SCARLET WILDERINK - Hyzenthlay 
Scarlet trained at the Guildford School of Acting. Scarlet was most recently 
in the West End production of War Horse (New London Theatre, London). 
She worked as the associate director/choreographer for Putting It Together 
(Glive Studio, Guildford) and transferred with the production to the St James 
Theatre, London. 
 
Other performance credits include Earthquakes in London (Broadway 
Theatre, Catford), and an actormusician production of Cabaret (MAC 
Theatre, Belfast).  
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Rehearsal Diary  
 
Scarlet Wilderink who plays Hyzenthlay, gives us an insight into the rehearsal room. 

 
Week One  

Week one of Watership Down rehearsals 

has flown by! We’re having so much fun 

putting this great play together, so I 

thought I’d update you on how we’re 

getting on… 

 

Lots of people have been asking me how 
on earth it’s going to be done… “Rabbit 
onesies?  Avenue Q style puppets? 
Animatronics?” (actually, no one 
suggested that) but I can assure you that 
this version of Watership Down will 
probably defy all of your expectations.   
Our director Adam Penford and 
Movement Director Naomi Said, are 
working together to create a language for 
our rabbits that is both genuine and 
stylised in order to tell this magical and 
nostalgic story. 
 
Day one of rehearsals always begins with 
meeting everyone over tea and coffee and 
then we all sit in a circle to read through 
the script. This is usually followed by one 
of my favourite parts of the rehearsal 
process, the model box viewing.  A toy-
size version of what will soon be our life-
size playground, equipped with miniature 
props, staircases, platforms, and 
backdrops.  Richard Kent has designed a 
fantastic set which represents the 
stunning countryside of Watership 
Down.  It won’t be long before The 
Watermill is transformed into a labyrinth 
of rabbit warrens and patchwork fields… 
We even had a cast field trip to Watership 
Down itself so we could take in the view! 
 

 

Later in the week we sang through 
composer Dom Coyote’s folky and filmic 
music, with some of us singing, and some 
playing instruments.  But to answer 
another one of your FAQ’s, it’s not a 
musical.  There are musical moments in 
the play but there aren’t any tap-dancing 
bunnies…yet.  We also spent a day playing 
with some brilliantly designed puppets by 
Matt Hutchinson which will add yet 
another creative element of story-telling 
to this incredibly unique production. 
 
As we move into week two we’ll start to 
see some of the magic happening…

 

Top: the cast of Watership Down. Below from left to 

right: Alexander Morris and Jess Murphy. 

https://www.watermill.org.uk/blog/index.php/watership-down-rehearsal-diary-week-one/
https://www.watermill.org.uk/blog/index.php/watership-down-rehearsal-diary-week-one/
https://www.watermill.org.uk/blog/index.php/watership-down-rehearsal-diary-week-two/
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Week Two  
As we come to the end of week two, 
we’ve almost blocked the whole 
script!  By ‘blocked’ I mean worked out 
each character’s physical journey on 
stage.  We’ve been using a rehearsal room 
with the rough dimensions of our set 
marked out on the floor with tape.  This is 
so we get an idea of the space we’ll be 
working in when we get into the 
theatre.  It feels like you’re playing on a 
giant road map rug for adults, but it 
prevents us having to adjust all the 
blocking to fit the size of the stage.  In 
week five we get into the theatre and can 
start using the real set. 

We’ve focused a lot on movement this 
week.  Although we’re telling the story of 
a group of rabbits, Naomi Said, our 
Movement Director, doesn’t want us to 
physically mimic a group of 
rabbits.  Instead, she’s created seamless 
moments in the play where we see 
glimpses of a rabbit’s physical behaviour 
without having to act the entire play as 
rabbits.  This means that the story can still 
be told with truth and poignancy, which 
was one of our director’s main priorities. 
We were also given a very important part 
of our costume… our ears!!  They will act 
as a visual in communicating that we’re 

playing rabbits without needing to literally 
hop around or thump the ground with our 
feet. 
 
We do a ‘bootcamp’ warm up every 

morning with Naomi to make sure we’re 
fit and strong for when we start 
performances.  Due to the nature of a 
small animals’ movement, we’ve been 
working on a very contained and 
controlled type of movement to make 
sure we can dart, twitch and jump just like 
rabbits but in our human form.  This 
requires a lot of strength and agility, 
especially when we’re all sharing a small 
stage, so all those squats and sit-ups 
definitely won’t be in vain! 
 
Most of the movement has been devised 
through improvising and work-shopping 
ideas as a group.  It’s a very creative way 
of working which has produced lots of 
exciting and stylistic movement 
sections.  Now we just need to add music 
and we’ll be well on our way to creating 
the cinematic atmosphere that will 
complete these moments of action… 

 
 
 

Research images and the cast’s rehearsal ears.  

The cast of Watership Down inside the warren 

during rehearsals. 

https://www.watermill.org.uk/blog/index.php/watership-down-rehearsal-diary-week-two/
https://www.watermill.org.uk/blog/index.php/watership-down-rehearsal-diary-week-two/
http://www.watermill.org.uk/blog/wp-content/uploads/2016/05/CjOe7G5XAAEhDrf.jpg
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Week 3 
Back to the beginning… 
Now that we’ve finished working through 
the play we go back and start again.  This 
time we go through it with a slightly finer 
tooth comb; making changes to blocking 
we loosely set in week one, fixing on-stage 
‘traffic’ issues, allowing time for costume 
changes, seeing how those costumes will 
affect movement we’d choreographed, 
allowing time to pick up/drop off 
instruments etc… so there’s a huge 
amount to do. 
 

We’ve been given our costumes by our 
lovely wardrobe department and this 
week we’ve started to wear them in 
rehearsals. Your movement can be 
restricted by what you’re wearing so we 
need to get used to how it feels.  Due to 
the ensemble nature of this play, many of 
the parts are ‘double cast’ meaning one 
actor plays multiple characters.  This week 
we started to run sections of the play in 
real time so we can get an idea of how 
long we have to change our costume… 

Amanda in the wardrobe department has 
to be very crafty with elastic and Velcro to 
allow an actor to change costume in less 
than 20 seconds! 

We’ve spent lots of time working the 
music into the movement sections we 
finished last week.  There will be live 
violin, accordion, percussion and singing 
on stage to accompany these moments 
and Dom has been engineering when and 
how this happens.  Some of the music that 
Dom’s written sounds quite folk like, 
which works perfectly in complimenting 
the storytelling nature of the play.  It’s 
written in a very natural place for our 
voices, which stops it from sounding like 
‘singing’ and more like a band of brothers 
on a journey…  I like to think that these 
moments represent Richard Adams’ 
allusions to the camaraderie of a group of 
World War II soldiers.  Dom has also 
written all the underscoring (background 
music) and sound effects that accompany 
the play’s scene changes, moments of 
action or tension, fight scenes and 
Naomi’s movement sequences.  Adding 
sound to these sections will allow the 
drama to have the filmic quality that this 
script lends itself to. 
 
Nothing else to report really… Oh except 
we all had a lovely time at The Watermill 
Summer Fair on Sunday! 

Edward Bennett 

Cast of Watership Down. 
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The Journey of a Production 
 

The Watermill Theatre is a producing house. 
This means the vast majority of our shows are 
created in-house, and we have a different cast 
and creative team for every new show we 
put on. Work on each show begins here 
several months before the actors take to the 
stage on opening night, and it’s a long road 
from choosing a show to perform, to the 
curtain call on first night. 
 
The first step of putting on any production 
starts with finding a good script. Of course, 
there are many to choose from, spanning 
hundreds of years and several continents, but 
selecting those plays that fit The Watermill’s 
intimate nature, have something compelling 
to say to a modern audience, and can be 
performed in new and interesting ways, often 
presents quite a challenge. You can always 
commission a writer to produce an entirely 
original script, one that suits the kind of 
production you’re looking for. Indeed, The 
Watermill often takes this route – in 2014 we 
staged Sense and Sensibility, an adaptation of 
the classic Austen novel by Jessica Swale; A 
Bunch of Amateurs, a new play by Ian Hislop 
and Nick Newman, and Hardboiled, an 
entirely original piece written by Beth Flintoff 
in collaboration with Rhum and Clay Theatre 
Company.  
 
In tandem with finding the perfect script is the 
search for a director who can bring the show 
to life, who has their own personal take on 
the play, and can bring their unique vision to 
the table. Once the script has been married to 
a director, designers and lighting designers 
begin to come aboard, and the visual nature 
of the play starts to develop. A set design is 
created, first through sketches and drawings, 
and culminating in a model box, illustrating 
how the set will appear on the Watermill 
stage. 
 
The designer also creates costume designs for 
each character, in line with the overall design 
of the show. Once the actors are cast (and 

forced to hand over their measurements) our 
Wardrobe department gets to work sewing 
and stitching to create the costumes you’ll see 
on stage. 
 
The casting process can vary greatly 
depending on the size of the cast and the 
skills required from the actors in each role. 
For actor-musician productions one of the 
biggest challenges is forming a cast with the 
right balance of instruments. Other 
productions require actors to play several 
characters throughout the course of the 
show, often a tricky proposition! Actors will 
attend an initial audition and follow that up 
with one or more recalls, in order to 
demonstrate different talents, read for a 
different character, or audition with an actor 
already cast to test their chemistry together.  
 
Rehearsals begin three or four week before 
the show opens. The actors – recruited from 
all over the country – all live on site at The 
Watermill or in the surrounding area 
throughout the rehearsal and performance 
periods. On the first day of rehearsals the cast 
meet one another, and work begins on 
everything from costume fittings and dialect 
coaching, to instrument practice and fight 
choreography – along with learning all their 
lines of course! Throughout the rehearsal 
process all aspects of the production begin to 
come together.  
 
Our Stage Management team assists the 
director in blocking the show – figuring out 
how the characters move around the stage 
and interact with one another in each scene. 
The Deputy Stage Manager keeps a record in 
the prompt book of all the notes taken down 
during rehearsals, and this is what the show 
will be called from. There are also many 
requests for props – from old-fashioned 
typewriters to stuffed animals – which we 
source from our own prop store, eBay, flea 
markets, and occasionally the homes of 
Watermill staff members.  
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A lot of research takes place as the cast and 
creative team collaboratively create the world 
of the show. This involves reading around the 
history and setting of the play, societal norms 
and beliefs, facts about the characters or their 
real life counterparts, looking at photos or 
paintings from the period, and anything else 
that helps to delve further into the minds of 
the characters. In the days leading up to 
opening night, rehearsals move into the 
theatre itself.  
 
Often just a day or two after the previous 
show has finished, our dedicated Production 
team will have spent that brief window 
performing the ‘get-out’ of the last set, and 
the ‘get-in’ of the new one. The actors can 
now step onto the stage they’ll be performing 

on, interact with the scenery and props, and 
come to terms with just how close the 
audience in the front row will be. The dress 
rehearsal takes place on the afternoon of 
opening night, and it is the cast, crew and 
stage management’s final opportunity to 
make any changes, or correct any problems 
that have arisen throughout the rehearsal 
period.  
 
The actors are all in full costume, props are 
set, lighting and sound cues finalised, and 
hopefully everything goes off without a hitch. 
A few hours later the first audience members 
begin to arrive, and from then...the show 
must go on! 
 
By Matt Ray 

 

 

Left: Cast of Watership Down. Top from left to right: Alexander Morris (Fiver), Joseph O’Malley (Blackberry), 

Richard James-Neale (Bigwig), James Backway (Hazel) and Vicki Manderson (Pipkin). Bottom from left to right: 

Charlie Bate (Thethuthingang), Scarlet Wilderink (Hyzenthlay) and Jess Murphy (Blackavaar). 
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The Design Process  
The set is what we put onstage to help re-create the world of the play. The set designer makes a 
model box of the set to show the production department, director and actors what they want the 
set to look like. Designer, Richard Kent, talked to the cast and production team about the design on 
the first day of rehearsals. There are many stages the designer goes through before they get to this 
point. 

 
Step 1. Research  

The first step is to research the time period and location of the piece. Often the designer will create 
a scrap book of images, materials and textures that may inspire their design. Initial ideas are 
discussed with the director to make sure they fit with the director’s overall vision. These can also be 
given to the production team to help them when bringing the design to life. For example the 
designer sometimes draws sketches of how she would like the costume to look and this is given to 
the wardrobe department as a reference. 

 

Step 2. White Card  

The White Card is an unpainted model of the set which is sent to the 

production team who makes sure it fits the space and the budget that 

is available. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Step 3. Model Box  
 
The designer then creates a model box. This is made on a 1:25 scale to give the creative team a clear 

picture of the set. The production team uses the model for the building process, ensuring that the 

final set replicates exactly the designer’s original model. 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

White card example from a previous Watermill show. 

The model box for Watership Down 
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Step 4. Scale Drawings  
 
The designer then draws a ground plan of 

the model box to the scale of the theatre. 

This gives the carpenter the exact 

dimensions to work from. 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 
Step 5. Building The Set  
The carpenter then starts to make the set. At The Watermill 
the set is built off-site in a large barn in Coventry and then 
brought to the theatre and constructed during the weekend 
before the show opens.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 
 

 
Step 6. The Final Set  
The final set is fitted into the theatre. During the 
fit-up the designer will work with the production 
team to ensure that all the final details are 
perfected on the  
set before the show opens. 
 

 

 

 

Scale Drawing of Watership Down 

Pictures of the carpenters building the set in Coventry 

Picture of the final set 
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Costume Designs 
The wardrobe department are in charge of finding or making the costumes and then adjusting them 

to fit each actor. They also have to make sure that the costumes are perfect for each performance, 

which means that they must repair rips or tears. 

Our wardrobe department will meet the designer a long time before the performance so that they 

have plenty of time to see the designs and get the costumes ready. 

Below are some costume designs for Watership Down. 

  Bigwig 

 
Hazel General Woundwort 

Blackavaar Hyzenthlay Kehaar 
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Prop Making 
Part of a Stage Managers job is to source or make props for the show. They have to make 
everything looks realistic, stick within budget and, for Watership Down, they’ve had the 
extra challenge of making lots of things edible!  
 
Below is a recipe for edible worms that they’ve had to make. 
 
What you’ll need 

 2 packs of raspberry jelly  
 3 leaves of gelatin or vegetarian substitute  
 250ml of hot water  
 200ml of cold water  
 1 teaspoon of green food colouring  
 1 teaspoon of red food colouring  
 2 tablespoons of whipped cream  
 A heatproof mixing bowl  
 A shallow dish  
 A pair of kitchen scissors  
 A tall glass  
 80 flexible drinking straws 

 
Method 

 Prepare the Jelly as directed on the packet. 
 Soak 3 leaves of gelatin for 5 minutes and then add them to the jelly mixture.  
 Mix 3 tablespoons of whipped cream into the jelly mixture.  
 Pull the bendy straws so that they’re fully extended and pack tightly into a tall glass. 
 Ladle the Jelly mixture into the top of the straws.  
 Place in the fridge to set for approximately 4 hours.  
 Squeeze the “worms” out of the straw and onto a plate. 

 

  

Task 
Below is a list of other edible props they’ve had to source. Have a think about how you’d make 
these props. Keep in mind that they’ve got to be used for six weeks, so you need to make them 
so that it’s easy to re-set them for each performance. 

 Cowslip 
 Fish 
 Bird poop 
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Techniques Used in the Show  
 

Movement  
Movement is a key element of Watership Down. As Scarlet mentioned in her blog (page 14), 
movement director, Naomi Said, didn’t want the cast to physically mimic a group of 
rabbits. Instead Naomi has carefully choreographed the movement to capture glimpses of 
rabbit behavior.  

The images below demonstrate how this movement exercise has been translated onto stage 

in Watership Down.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Task 
Why not give it a try yourself…? 

 In small groups choose a piece of music which evokes the feeling of being outside.  
 Give each member of your group a number. 
 As the music is playing move around the room, filling the space. 
 In number order, take it in turns to find a position on the floor, offering a starting point 

for a picture.  
 Each time someone takes their position, the rest of the group finish the image by finding 

physical contact with the first person.  
 Repeat this process until everyone in the group has had a turn.  
 Now think about what these pictures could represent in ‘the day in the life of a rabbit’.  

Can you create a transition between each picture?  
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Puppetry  

The production includes puppets that have been made from found objects. This is known as 
found puppetry or Object Theatre. Matt Hutchinson, the puppet designer and director, has 
carefully designed the puppets to use only materials that could be found by rabbits. This 
could be any rubbish including newspaper, secateurs or barbed wire.  
 

 

The images below demonstrate how this objects have been used to create different animal 

‘puppets’ in Watership Down.  

 

 

 

 

  

Task 
Can you create your own characters out of everyday objects?  
Start of by collecting found objects or challenge yourself by using objects in your classroom/at home.  
 
Warm up exercise - prop dissociation:  
Standing in a circle lay all the collected objects in the middle so everyone can see. Take it in turns to 
pick an object and as quickly as you can make the object into something else.  
For example, a banana becomes a phone or a hat becomes a mixing bowl.  
 
Main exercise: 
In groups choose an object or a group of objects.  

 What character/animal can you create with the objects?  
 How does the character move?  

- Think about its speed and how the character would react in different situations.  
- Can you create a sound for the character?  

 Devise a short scene involving your found object puppet.  
 

 

Puppet dog created from barbed wire. Birds created from a feather and a peg. 
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Rehearsal Report  
Organisation is the chief element of any stage manager’s role. After each day of rehearsals, our 
Deputy Stage Manager, Charley Sargant, types up the notes she has made during the day and sends 
them to all the staff at The Watermill involved in making the show. Here is an example of her daily 
report from Watership Down:  
 

 

Watership Down 
Watermill Theatre  

Rehearsal Notes #14 

Wednesday 1st June 

General 

 

Design 

1. We have now gone back to leaving rabbit ears on for puppeteering. 
 

Wardrobe 

1. Please can the costumes be secured with poppers or something other than Velcro for quick 
changes, as this makes a lot of noise and changes will happen onstage and in quiet moments. 

2. Please could the fox’s welding mask have ear on the top? 
3. Mr Backway’s hat with ears that we have in rehearsals keeps on falling off as it does not have 

the structure of the other hats – to be discussed. 
 

Sound 

1. The first 4 bars of the Sandleford Warren track will underscore Blackberry’s speech on p6 
before the movement section starts.  At the end of the movement the track should drift away 
as the bird sings on the stage right microphone. 

2. To confirm, we will need the sound effect of a human voice and a gunshot on p71. 
 

Lighting 

1. To confirm, the top of the first Efrafa scene (p22) will happen behind the gauze and then on 
p23 they will move in front of the gauze. At the end of the scene (p27), General Woundwort 
will appear on the stage left platform behind the gauze. 

 

Production/ Technical  

1. Please could we try rigging the swing with one line coming from the fly floor, which then 
breaks lower down into the two lines? Could this line be as central as possible? Would it be 
possible to rig this with the height of the fly floor somewhere to rehearse with? 

2. Please see Prop Note 3. 
 

Stage Management/ Props 

1. Please could we have some polo mints in rehearsal to try out as a sound for the stoat’s neck 
snap on p68. The other option is to use an empty water bottle. 
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2. We are no longer making a kennel out of crates, but the dog is just lying next to a crate on 
p70. 

3. Please could we have two different ropes for the dog? One that does not have a break in two 
and one that does. The rope in rehearsals is a good length. Could the carabiner be more hidden 
for the rope-break so that it doesn’t looks broken from the start? The rope should be attached 
with a clip to the dog collar at one end and a carabiner to the ring plate onstage (this is 
currently placed between the parachute trap and the stage left prop trap). 

4. We are using four sheets of newspaper for Foley on p16. Please could they be new pieces 
every night? 

5. We are currently using wooden chopsticks for the snap of branches for the Foley on p17. 
Please could we have some more for rehearsals? 

 

Puppetry 

No notes today. 

 

Risk Assessment 

 
Many thanks, 

Charley Sargant - DSM  

 

  

From left to right: Naomi Said (Movement Director), Adam Penford 

(Director), Charley Sargant (Deputy Stage Manager). 
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