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

Laughter.  

 

Your feedback is most welcome, please email outreach@watermill.org.uk or call me on 01635 570927.  

 

Don’t forget that we offer workshops on most aspects of drama, and visit schools to work with students 

and teachers. For an education brochure, please visit the Outreach pages on our website, or contact us.  

 

  For our School’s Brochure click here.  

 

We hope you find the pack useful.  

Heidi Bird  

Outreach Director  

 

Email: heidi@watermill.org.uk | Tel: 01635 570927  

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 Heidi Bird with contributions from Joshua Higgott, Ian Hislop and 

Nick Newman. 

The Sackler Trust, Principal Supporter of The Watermill’s core Education and Outreach programme.  

Rehearsal and production photos by Philip Tull.  

Introduction  

https://www.watermill.org.uk/uploads/Wmill_PRIMARY4ppA5_2012.pdf
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Author’s Note  

Trial By Laughter is a story about the battle for press freedom and free speech. Set in December 1817, it is 

the true story of the trials of William Hone, a shy, unassuming bookseller and publisher of cartoons and 

satirical pamphlets. He was taken to court by the Regency government on a charge of seditious libel and 

blasphemy in an attempt to stifle jokes and criticism of the Tory government and the monarchy. It is both 

the story of a real life David versus Goliath and a courtroom thriller – with jokes. Or, as we once tried to 

sell it, The Madness of King George meets Crown Court. 

 

We are indebted to Janice Hadlow, the former controller of BBC2 for introducing us to the case. Fresh off 

the back of our BBC2 film The Wipers Times Janice inquired if we had heard of a man called William Hone. 

We both said ‘Who?’ – which is often a good starting point for a story. If a subject is very familiar there 

may be little new to say. Janice is an expert on Regency history and directed us towards this extraordinary 

man, who, we discovered, was not only a champion of civil liberties but was also a campaigner for the 

reform of lunatic asylums and the jury system, an investigative journalist and an ardent supporter of 

universal suffrage. He lived in poverty with his wife Sarah and (then) 8 children (later 12) and was 

supported by such literary luminaries as Charles Lamb and William Hazlitt. His partner in crime was the 

great political cartoonist George Cruikshank, with whom he collaborated on numerous pamphlets and 

satirical prints. 

 

The persecution of Hone was played out against a rich backdrop of civil unrest, fear of revolution and the 

wanton licentiousness and corruption of the Regency government. The future George IV was later dubbed 

the worst King in British history – no mean achievement – and was widely seen as a figure of malevolent 

fun and ridicule. All these ingredients led us to believe that the trials of William Hone were ripe for 

dramatisation. We began by pitching the idea of a radio play to Radio 4, but with the thought of a stage 

play firmly in the back of our minds. The courtroom is a natural theatre for drama, and based on the 

original transcripts of the case, Trial By Laughter starring Robert Wilfort and Arthur Bostrom was 

broadcast in 2016. The reception was favourable enough to encourage us to pitch it as a stage play. We 

were delighted that The Watermill Theatre in Newbury responded so enthusiastically. 

 

Wherever possible we have tried to maintain historical accuracy – and would plead ‘artistic licence’ in the 

instances where liberties have been taken. One can only speculate on the nature of the relationship 

between the Prince Regent and his mistresses – and our characterisation owes much to the political 

cartoons of the period. We were lucky not only that Hone produced a detailed account of his trials – but 

also that he wrote a memoir in 1835 which he amended shortly before his death in 1842. What became 

clear was that although history  condemned him to obscurity, he was at the time an immensely popular 

Writers, Nick Newman and Ian Hislop explain the themes and characters behind 

Trial By Laughter. 



 5 

figure – not just with his literary colleagues such as the caustic critic Hazlitt, who liked few of his 

contemporaries. ‘The public befriended me’ wrote Hone, whilst trying to explain to that public his 

motivation behind his highly controversial religious parodies – some of which he later regretted 

publishing. ‘For a short time, in my early years, I was a believer in all unbelief,’ he wrote in 1838. His 

apologia for his life’s mistakes concluded ’I have been a lover of the world and its pleasures, a curious 

observer of men and manners; an insatiable reader in search of truth; an anxious inquirer after 

happiness.’ William Hone’s liberal humanity shines  throughout his autobiography. 

 

The Wipers Times , our previous play for The Watermill was largely about using humour as a coping 

mechanism. Trial By Laughter is more about humour as a weapon, and questions what we should and 

should not be allowed to make jokes about. Should one be able to make jokes about religion? At what 

point do those jokes become blasphemy? Where do you draw the line with satire, when poking fun at 

religion, politics, corruption and immorality? To argue his case Hone sought to reduce the court to tears – 

not of pity, but of laughter. This was perhaps unique in legal history. 

 

The issues raised by Hone in his trials have not gone away – which is why the story of Trial By Laughter is 

as relevant today as it was in 1817.  In an age of gagging orders, celebrity injunctions, D-Notices and fake 

news, the questions Hone raised about our right to hold authority to account are as pertinent as they 

were 200 years ago. We will always be in debt to the unsung hero of free speech. 

 

Top Left: Caroline Leslie (Director). Bottom left: Peter Losasso (George Cruikshank) . Right: Nicholas 

Murchie (Duke of York) 
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Hone, Drawn and Caught  

William Hone’s battles with the Regency Government were inextricably linked to the cartoons of the period 

- but cartooning as a profession does not come out particularly well from the story. Although Hone and his 

cartoonist friend and collaborator George Cruikshank worked together to formulate Hone’s defence, the 

cartoons cited in his trials revealed the dependency of cartoonists on patronage - and their willingness, 

perhaps born out of desperation, to do their masters’ 

bidding.  

 

In December 1817 the satirist and bookseller William 

Hone was subjected to three trials on three successive 

days. He was charged with seditious libel 

and blasphemy – Hone had dared to attack the Prince 

Regent and his ally, the Tory government, by 

parodying the Lord’s Prayer and Ten Commandments 

– among other Biblical tracts. The cartoonist 

George Cruikshank was to prove vital to his defence. 

 

Born 12 years after Hone in 1792 , Cruikshank was a 

friend and key collaborator of the older man, who 

often kept him alive with food and drink. And there 

was a lot of drink – as Cruikshank said,  ‘I live on gin and water. My mouth lets the gin in, and my boots the 

water.’ Together, in the inns and coffee shops around Fleet Street they formulated Hone’s defence – based 

on historical precedent, and citing previous religious parodies in literary and cartoon form. Cruikshank 

would have been an expert in the latter coming from a family of cartoonists - his father and brother were 

noted caricaturists.  

  

However, George was the most celebrated cartoonist of the day, penning scabrous and scatological attacks 

on the folly and vices of the Prince Regent George, and his ministers. He and his older colleagues Thomas 

Rowlandson and  James Gillray were the equivalent of TV’s Spitting Image – rude, crude and lavatorial. 

Many of their cartoons probably wouldn’t be published today, so graphic were they. Gillray’s image of the 

Prince Regent as a  ‘voluptuary’ suffering ‘the horrors of digestion ‘ features an overflowing piss-pot in the 

background - which might make today’s editors blanche. 

 

Rowlandson, as well as being a political cartoonist and keen observer of town and country life, was also the 

author of extremely pornographic cartoons which would make a sailor blush.  Cruikshank himself drew the 

future King’s mistress Lady Hertford riding upon him as if he were a coach in a cartoon entitled ‘Royal 

Hobby’s (sic) or The Hertfordshire Cock Horse’.  

 

Writer, Nick Newman introduces William Hone and explains the crimes that 

brought him to trial.  
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Cruikshank  also collaborated with Hone to depict George as a giant cannon (then called a bomb, 

pronounced ‘bum’), with ministers and mistresses queuing up to kiss his ‘bomb’. The accompanying 

rhyme left little to the imagination:  

‘…And Castlereagh will low beseech 

To kiss a corner of the breech; 

And next will come old Georgy Rose 

And in the touch-hole shove his nose!’ 

But as well as highly personal attacks on the man who would later be dubbed our worst ever King, he also 

drew attention to the great civil liberty causes of the day, such as the suspension of Habeas Corpus – or 

detention without trial - drawing the figure of Liberty herself being hung from a printing press. 
 

Cruikshank and Hone were more than just comic collaborators responsible for what is now seen as a 

golden age of satire. Hone also sold Cruikshank’s prints in his tiny Fleet Street shop, where vast crowds 

would gather to see the latest attacks on their leaders. They were the standard bearers for political and 

judicial reform. It was hardly surprising that Hone’s trials became the great cause celebre of the day. A 

thousand spectators crammed into London’s Guildhall to witness Hone defend himself by making jokes. It 

was the nut taking on the sledgehammer as Hone faced the combined might of the Crown and 

Government, battling nobbled juries and an overtly biased judge.  

 

Cartoonists might be seen to be standing up to the establishment, but in reality this was not always the 

case. Much was made in Hone’s trial of the fact that Cruikshank’s brother brush James Gillray had 

accepted a pension from the Crown in order to divert his satirical attention from the Prince Regent and 

the Tory Government to Napoleon and the French threat.  Essentially he was bought off – and one might 

justifiably question his moral flexibility.  

 

Cartoonists have always been subject to financial pressures and the consequent demands of 

their employers. Most cartoonists today have worked for ogres of the press – for the Regency 

Government read the Press Barons and their political will. Many cartoonists today have been subjected to 

either knowing or unwitting editorial control. The Danish Cartoonists who incurred death threats for 

drawing images of the Prophet Mohammed did so because they were commissioned to do so - and feared 

the financial consequences if they did not. I remember one of today’s most eminent and  caustic 

cartoonists being forced to ‘remove the turds’ from a political cartoon by his liberal editor. I myself 

worked for Robert Maxwell’s London Daily News – and while I never experienced direct censorship, had 

no idea whether the cartoons published were subject to a grander Maxwellian plan. And the same is true 

of the Murdoch press.  
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So Gillray took the Government’s shilling to live (and drink) and his great work was compromised as a 

result. It was lucky for Hone that he did – as it opened up a rich seam of argument in Hone’s defence case, 

as he fought for free speech and the liberty of the press. It should be added that Hone himself was made 

of sterner stuff - his moral probity was never in doubt - as his numerous bankruptcies and the poverty of 

his family testified. 

 

The battle for press freedom continues around the world. Recently the Malaysian cartoonist Zunar faced 

nine charges of sedition – carrying a sentence of 43 years in jail – for attacking the Malaysian prime 

minister Najib Razak and his wife. When Razak fell from power earlier in 2018,  Zunar said ‘I’ll miss him.’ 

  

The torch for free speech lit by William Hone and George Cruikshank still burns brightly. 
 

The cast of Trial by Laughter 
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Hone’s battle in court made legal history. Since I have been the defendant in a few libel trials over the years 

(well quite a few actually) the producers thought I might be able to give an expert view on libel. Given that I 

have lost nearly all of these cases I am not sure that I count as an expert though I suppose I do know what it 

is like to pay out large amounts in damages and even larger amounts in lawyers’ fees. And there was one 

case in which a massive figure of £600,000 damages was awarded to the plaintiff which resulted in a brief 

period of fame for me in the Guinness Book of Records. As I left the court I was so stunned I complained to 

the waiting reporters “If that is justice ….” and then I couldn't think of anything to say so I concluded “….I am 

a banana”. I was clearly thinking that the justice system was bananas but it came out as nonsense. It will 

probably be my epitaph. 

 

It did however look as if I had just bankrupt the magazine I was meant to be editing so the situation was 

quite serious. I was also once prosecuted for contempt of court which has a potential custodial sentence but 

was cleared by the very wise and brilliant Justice Popplewell. For some reason the Attorney General at the 

time decided that he was not happy with this obviously sensible verdict and went to the Court of Appeal 

asking them to overturn the lower court’s decision and to consider putting me in jail. I remember standing in 

the dock looking very nervous as the Appeal Court Judges announced their decision, well aware that this 

might be my last day of liberty for anything up to two years. I had my toothbrush in my top pocket and was 

feeling rather nervous. My wife who was pregnant at the time was sitting in the court behind trying to look 

like a suitable object for judicial pity. There were three men in wigs presiding over the case and the senior 

judge told me that their Lordships had considered the case closely and come to the conclusion that I was, 

after all, guilty of contempt of court. The fiercest looking man in a wig looked directly at me and added that 

they were considering the Attorney General’s request for a committal. He then took a very long pause, 

worthy of Simon Cowell at his hammiest on the X factor on television, before eventually saying “…..but in this 

case we have decided on a fine”. I was very relieved. To put it mildly.  

 

This is the most threatening it has got for me but it was absolutely nothing compared to what Hone was 

facing. Two hundred years ago after publishing satirical versions of the texts that people heard in church he 

was charged not just with libel but with the really serious charge of “blasphemous libel”. He had already 

been imprisoned and made bankrupt preparing for the trial and was facing either a long jail sentence or 

being transported to the colonies, which for many prisoners turned out to be a death sentence. And yet 

Hone was fearless and managed to conduct his own legal defence and do it brilliantly. 

 

In one of my first trials I listened to the advice of our barrister who said it would be better if when I was 

called by the other side I did not give evidence. He did not think I would come across well under questioning 

Writer in the Dock 

A note from the writer, Ian Hislop.  
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and thought that my silence would be a safer option. When the time came the prosecuting barrister was 

delighted and launched into a long speech which began  “In refusing to take the stand Mr. Hislop has 

displayed all the courage of a frozen chicken….”. I learned that particular lesson but in subsequent trials 

when I did take the stand I was frequently told by barristers “ Do not lose your temper and do not under 

any circumstances try and be funny”. I tried to follow the advice but usually ended up getting cross or 

making jokes and neither was terribly effective. 

 

What is so impressive about Hone is that he spoke for himself for hours, ignored the legal advice and did 

the opposite, got furious with the injustice meted out to him and was very, very funny indeed. Newton’s 

famous quotation was originally meant to describe the advances in science  but it is equally true about 

journalists and satirists. We stand on the shoulders of giants. Hone’s trial was a defining moment for the 

freedom of the press in this country and if it all seems a long time ago and if it feels as if these battles have 

largely been won in Britain I think it is still worth being grateful (and vigilant) about this legacy. It is also 

worth remembering that the policy of prosecuting your critics for blasphemy when you really want to stop 

them criticising your politics is still being enthusiastically used by repressive governments all around the 

world.  
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 Helena Antoniou 
 
Theatre while training: Strange Orchestra, After Mrs 
Rochester, Exposure, Cabaret, Measure for Measure, The 
Children’s Hour, All’s Well That Ends Well, Beast, A New 
Brain, Summerfolk, The Man of Mode, Women of Troy, The 
Changeling, Hayfever (LAMDA). 
 

 Philippe Edwards 
 
Theatre credits include: Skin Tight (The Hope Theatre). 
Philippe trained at LAMDA where his credits included: 
Braken Moor, Assassins, As You Like It, Flare Path, The 
Merchant of Venice, Strawberry and Chocolate, The Seagull 
and The Way of the World 
Radio credits include: Mr Betjeman’s Class (BBC); War of 
the Worlds, (Audible); The Gnats and The Ballalloes (Sony 
Entertainment). 

 Jeremy Lloyd  

Training: LAMDA. 
Jeremy recently originated the role of Officer Randal Shuck 
before taking over the role of ‘Everyone Else’ in Mischief 
Theatre’s Olivier and Whatsonstage Award Nominated The 
Comedy About a Bank Robbery. 
Theatre includes: The Comedy About a Bank Robbery 
(Criterion Theatre - West End); Princess Ida (Finborough 
Theatre); How Many Miles to Babylon? (Lyric Theatre, 
Belfast); Springs Eternal, The Breadwinner and The Man 
Who Pays the Piper (Orange Tree Theatre); The Busy Body 
(Southwark Playhouse); Angry Young Man Angry Young 
Woman (Arcola Theatre); A Christmas Carol Suite (NYJO 
at Ronnie Scott’s); Giant Leap (Pleasance, Edinburgh) and 
Unearthed (Folio Theatre/Arcola Theatre/West Country 
tour). 
Film includes: The Hatching (Sabre Films) and Benjamin 
Britten: Peace and Conflict (Capriol Films). 
 

 

 

 

 

Meet the Cast  
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 Peter Losasso 

Watermill credits include: The Wipers Times (2016). 
Theatre whilst training: The Ritual Slaughter of Gorge 
Mastromas; On The Shore of the Wide World; Kapital and 
Coriolanus (LAMDA). 
TV includes: Parents of the Band and Tracey Beaker 
Returns (BBC). 

 Nicholas Murchie 

Theatre includes: A Small Family Business, Love (West Yorkshire 
Playhouse); The Deep Blue Sea (Frinton Summer Theatre); A 
Chaste Maid in Cheapside (Almeida Tour); Othello, The Cherry 
Orchard (York Theatre Royal); The Comedy of Errors (Manchester 
Royal Exchange); One Fine Day (Bolton Octagon); and seasons at 
The Chester Gateway, Oldham Colosseum, Coventry Belgrade, 
Harrogate Theatre and The Duke's Playhouse, Lancaster. 
TV includes: Decline and Fall; The Great Train Robbery; The 
Spies of Warsaw; The Outcast; Goths; Daphne; The Bill; Touching 
Evil; Boyz Unlimited; Medics and In Suspicious Circumstances. 
Nick played DS Shap in all five seasons of Blue Murder. 
Film includes: Their Finest Hour and a Half; Pride, Prejudice and 
Zombies; A Royal Night Out; Revelation; Princess of Thieves. 
Radio includes: The Tzars, The Corrupted, Forward Presence, The 
Dark Tower and Come Unto These Yellow Sands. Nick plays The 
Rev. Ralph Winwood in BBC Radio 4’s Home Front. 
 

 Joseph Prowen  
 
Theatre includes: A Christmas Carol, Twelfth Night (RSC); A 
View From Islington North (Arts Theatre/Out of Joint); Single 
Spies (Chichester Festival Theatre/Birmingham Rep/UK 
tour); Teddy (Southwark Playhouse); Jefferson’s Garden, Dick 
Whittington (Watford Palace Theatre); An Ideal Husband 
(Chichester Festival Theatre). 
Television includes: Decline and Fall, Midsomer Murders, And 
Then There Were None, Casualty 
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 Eva Scott 
 
Theatre includes: Good Women (Edinburgh Fringe Festival); 
The Jungle Book: Cobwebs & Moontalk (Strung Up Theatre); 
Crab Bucket (Absence Of Apathy). 
Theatre while training: Flare Path, Bracken Moor, As You 
Like It, True West, Assassins, Uncle Vanya, Top Girls, The 
Merchant of Venice, The Way of the World, The Duke of Milan 
(LAMDA). 
Television includes: Coronation Street. 

 Dan Tetsell 
 
Watermill credits include: The Wipers Times (2016). 
Theatre includes: Live Ghost Hunt (Pleasance); Finding Bin 
Laden (Gilded Balloon). 
TV includes: Upstart Crow, Detectorists, Not Going Out, 
Damned, Utopia, Miranda, Peep Show, War & Peace, Red 
Dwarf, Humans, Skins, Peter & Wendy and Mongrels. 
Whilst on Hollyoaks he was nominated for a British Soap 
Award for Best Comedy Performance. 
Radio includes: The Museum of Everything, Paperback 
Hell, Cabin Pressure, Ed Reardon’s Week, Dilemma, Chris 
Addison’s Civilisation, Thanks A Lot Milton Jones, and News 
at Bedtime. 
Film includes: Together, Teen Spirit. 
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William Hone - Shy, mild-mannered and genial 
bookseller and satirist who has the inner steel to 
take on the Crown and Government. 
 
George Cruikshank - The scabrous cartoonist and 
Hone’s partner in crime. Penniless, drunk and 
dissolute, he renounces booze by the end of the 
play. 
 
Sarah Hone - Hone’s long-suffering but fiercely 
loyal wife, who is mother to their eight children 
while running Hone’s shop and business when 
he’s in jail. 
 
Lord Ellenborough - Hone’s nemesis. The bullying 
Cumbrian Lord Chief Justice who will stop at 
nothing to win the case. 
 
Sir Samuel Shepherd - Crown Prosecutor. 
Incapable of keeping the trials serious. 
 
Lord Sidmouth - Home Secretary. Keen to pass 
the buck for the Government’s failure to stop 
Hone. 
 
Justice Abbott - Judge in the First Trial. Powerless 
to stop the courtroom descending into farce. 
Makes the cardinal error of acting 
constitutionally. 
 
George, Prince Regent - None-too-bright and 
renowned for his debauchery, mistresses and 
excess, the Prince Regent sided with the Tories to 
stamp on press freedom. 
 
Lady Hertford - Prince George’s mistress, who is a 

figure of fun in the press and mercilessly (and no 
doubt unfairly) attacked for her appearance. 
 
Lady Conyngham - Lady Hertford’s love rival in 
Court. Smarter than Lady Hertford, and 
considerably more waspish. 
 
Duke of York - The Prince Regent’s brother, who 
is equally as debauched, and the source of 
ridicule through the Grand Old Duke of York song 
- which he will never live down. 
 
William Hazlitt - A caustic wit and essayist, Hazlitt 
despised almost all humanity - but admired Hone. 
 
Mr Southall - An admirer of Mr Hazlitt. 
 
Mary - A visitor to Hone while he is in jail, Mary 
may tempt him, but is not all that she seems.   
 
Clerk in Court - Can’t contain his fits of the 
giggles. 
 
Officer - Initially aggressive, he gets to like and 
sympathise with Hone. 
 
Sherriff - Officious, but unable to control the 
court. 
 
Eliza Fenning - One of Hone’s many causes. 
Hanged for allegedly putting arsenic in 
dumplings, and victim of a miscarriage of justice - 
proved by Hone. 
 

The Characters 
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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, Dora Schweitzer talks 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 they 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.  Below is the Model Box for Trial By Laughter. 

Model Box for Trial by Laughter 
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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 The 

Cotswolds and then brought to the theatre and constructed during the weekend before the show 

opens.   

 

Step 6. The Final Set  

The final set is fixed 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.    

 

 

Final set for Trial By Laughter 

Scale drawing for Trial by Laughter 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. For Trial by Laughter the 

wardrobe department have also had to source wigs for the actors.  

Below are example mood boards, which help the wardrobe team to find or make suitable wigs and 

costumes for each character.  
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Rehearsal Blog  
Assistant Director, Joshua Higgot shares his experience of being inside the rehearsal 

room.  

Any rehearsal day on Ian Hislop and Nick 

Newman’s Trial by Laughter comes with a 

multitude of challenges for the cast and creative 

team.  The play is a multi-locational piece: it 

travels from the intimidating interiors of the court 

rooms at the Guildhall and the luxurious living 

rooms of the Prince Regent’s residence to the 

cramped taverns and shops populated by William 

Hone and his fellow satirists.  To complicate 

matters further, it jumps backwards and forwards 

in time, stopping at various points throughout the 

tumultuous year of 1817, and the cast of eight 

play a total of 25 roles.  And it has to be funny. 

 

On any given day, then, the director, Caroline 

Leslie, has the task of juggling several balls at 

once: the various locations mean that an overall 

theatrical language needs to be discovered that 

artistically solves this practical problem, the time 

jumps mean that real clarity has to be found in the 

storytelling as the chronology is not linear, and 

the scenes themselves have to be rehearsed with 

detail and precision to find the emotional heart of 

the play and get those all-important laughs. 

 

With so much to tackle it can be hard to know 

where to begin, but the fact is that - whether 

we’re focusing on the big picture or the moment-

by-moment detail - precision is always the key, 

and more often than not considering one area will 

inform the discussion in all other areas of the 

show.  Take the time jumps, for example: Dora 

Schweitzer’s design contains a large clock in the 

central wall with minute and hour hands that 

rotate quickly forwards of backwards which, 

supported by Steve Mayo’s sound design and 

Matt Leventhall’s lighting, tells us the story of time 

very clearly.  But considering the real precision of 

each time jump also leads us to discoveries about 

the theatrical language of the piece.  Nick and 

Ian’s script is, for the most part, located in the 

court at Guildhall, with ‘flashback’ scenes taking 

us back in time to other locations - however the 

nature of each journey in time and place is subtly 

different.  Sometimes William Hone (played by 

Joseph Prowen) is deliberately taking us back in 

time via an anecdote in his defence at trial, which 

we then see acted out. Sometimes the time jumps 

occur as memories clashing into each other, 

emerging unbidden into Hone’s mind.  By 

considering in detail the nature of each 

chronological shift to clarify the storytelling, we 

must therefore also experiment with a theatrical 

language, giving a specific feel to each jump in 

time depending on how it occurs within the 

action.  Caroline and movement director Emily 

Holt worked to give each separate scene change a 

precise feeling and physicality, attempting to 

capture the flavour of what was happening inside 

Hone’s head: sometimes Hone seems to conduct 

the action, the rest of the cast assembling the 

scene around him, at other times he is almost 

dragged from scene to scene as the memories pile 

in.  What became clear was that one aspect of the 

work - finding the detail in the chronology of the 

story - was intrinsically linked to the other - 
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inventing a theatrical language - and so the two 

must be created together. 

 

Once a language has been found to arrive into 

each location, the next challenge is to find the 

detail of the various characters’ journeys through 

the scene. The method Caroline used for this has 

its roots in the work of Constantin Stanislavski, the 

great Russian practitioner.  As a group, we 

discussed the scenes, moment by moment, 

identifying where the major turning points - or 

‘Events’ - occur.  Some Events are obvious (the 

Officer’s line, ‘You are under arrest, Mr. Hone’ for 

example), others are less immediately identifiable, 

existing in one of the character’s subtle turn of 

phrase.  The governing rule is that an Event must 

alter the intention of all of the characters on stage 

at the time, meaning that the mood of the scene 

undeniably shifts - either in a major or minor way.  

In locating each Event, the rhythm of the scene 

begins to emerge, and the emotional journeys of 

the characters gradually become clear.  With that 

structure in place, the scene is ‘blocked’ - 

physically staged - and the Events help guide us 

through the process of bringing the scene to life.  

Sometimes, in the blocking of the scenes, it 

becomes clear that an Event has been missed, or a 

refinement can be made, and so the text is re-

examined with that in mind.  This approach 

ensures that real precision is found in the scene, 

giving the cast a clear structure and rhythm to 

their journeys, whilst always staying rooted in the 

text and the story. 

 

The final challenge is achieving a distinct range of 

characters, with seven of the eight actors playing 

at least two roles, and some many more. Elspeth 

Morrison, our Voice Coach, was on hand  to help 

find ways to differentiate between characters 

vocally, and Dora was tasked with the job of 

designing costumes that could be changed in and 

out of in a matter of seconds. From an acting point 

of view, Caroline asked the cast to imagine each 

character’s internal world by coming up with their 

private thoughts: the things that they were most 

proud of about themselves, and the things they 

were ashamed of.  These pride and shame 

thoughts needed to exist outside the time frame 

of the play, rather than be related to the action, 

and so provided a route in to creating a rich 

history for each character that informed their 

decisions within the play.  And of course, in a play 

such as this one, there is also a wealth of historical 

material from the period that can be used for 

research and inspiration.  By combining a creative 

and imaginative approach to the characters’ 

internal lives with a judicious use of historical 

research, the cast have been able to portray the 

range of vivid characters that populate Nick and 

Ian’s play. 

 

It’s no exaggeration to say that each of these 

challenges has to be met every day we rehearse.  

As I write, we are in our final week of rehearsals, 

and the final pieces of the jigsaw are falling into 

place.  Next week, we move into the theatre… 

 

Joshua Higgott  
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Creating Trial By Laughter—Behind the 

Scenes Team 
Playwright:  The person who writes the script for 

the play that is performed. The process of writing a 

script can take anywhere between a few months to 

many years. One script may be redrafted lots of 

times before it is handed to a Director and it may 

have further changes made to it throughout the 

rehearsal process. 

 

Performer:  A person who entertains an audience. 

At The Watermill the most common performers are 

actors, musicians and dancers. They have several 

weeks of rehearsals before the show begins its 

performances in a theatre or theatres. All of the 

performers in the production form a company.  

 

Understudy: A member of the company who learns 

another role or roles during rehearsals in case of a 

performer being unable to perform in a production. 

For example if a performer is ill, their understudy 

will step in to cover their role during that 

performance.  

 

Designer:  Responsible for the overall visual 

appearance of the performance. The director and all 

of the designers work together to make sure the 

production has the same themes and coherent 

design throughout. Designers are often a freelance 

position, instead of being employed full time by a 

theatre. This means they may have several different 

projects that they are working on at the same time. 

The number of designers working on one production 

can vary, for example, a set designer may also 

design the costumes. 

• Lighting designer:  Once the lighting 

designer is aware of the overall creative 

vision for the production they first create a 

lighting plot for the play. This involves 

drawing a rig plan which has instructions 

for where in the theatre each of the lights 

should be placed or hung. This plan is very 

important as the lighting designer may not 

rig the lights in the theatre themselves. 

Therefore, the plan needs to be clear to a 

technician so they can rig the theatre 

exactly how the designer wanted it.  

• Sound designer: a sound designer has to 

be very skilled and able to operate and 

install different types of audio equipment 

and systems. They follow the creative 

vision made by all the designers and 

directors to research or create the sounds 

that would work the best for the 

production. Sound designers can also be 

the musical composers for the show.  

• Set designer: The first job of a set designer 

is to create a scale model of their vision. 

This is first made out of white card and 

then into a more sturdy material. The set 

designer uses this model to pitch their idea 
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to the director and design team (see 

page 16). The team building the set then 

use this model to know the 

measurements and details. The set 

designer also designs/chooses the props 

to be used on stage.  

• Costume designer: The costume designer 

initially draws their ideas for each 

character’s costume. These drawings can 

be shown to the director and design team. 

The costume designer then is responsible 

for either making the costumes, selecting 

the right fabrics or sourcing, buying and 

hiring costumes.   

Technician: Usually works for the theatre, not the 

theatre company. They are responsible for the 

day-to-day running of the technical aspects of the 

theatre. They work as part of the technical team 

to plan, ‘get in’, maintain and ‘get out’ all of the 

equipment used during a production.  

 

Director: Responsible for artistic control over the 

production to make sure the performance is 

polished in all areas. They oversee the cast in 

rehearsals as well as working closely with the 

design team to create a coherent vision across 

every aspect of the play.  

Stage manager (SM): The leader of the stage 

management team. They are responsible for the 

organisation and communication between all of 

the departments working on the show.  During 

rehearsals the SM ensures production elements 

are in the right place at the right time.  During a 

performance they are responsible for the 

backstage area and scene changes. If the director 

is not present for a performance then the SM has 

overall responsibility in making sure the show 

runs smoothly.  

 

Theatre manager:  Are responsible for personnel, 

financial and administrative control of the theatre. 

The manager is in charge of the theatre as a 

business. All heads of department report to the 

manager. Therefore, the manager oversees, for 

example staff, potential projects and 

performances, the budget and networks with the 

local community.  
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Credits 
Trial By Laughter  

By Ian Hislop and Nick Newman   

 
CAST 
(in alphabetical order) 
Lady Hertford HELENA ANTONIOU 
Sidmouth PHILIPPE EDWARDS 
Prince Regent JEREMY LLOYD 
George Cruikshank PETER LOSASSO 
Justice Abbott / Duke of York NICHOLAS MURCHIE 
William Hone JOSEPH PROWEN 
Lady Conyngham EVA SCOTT 
Lord Ellenborough DAN TETSELL 

 

FOR THE WATERMILL 

Director CAROLINE LESLIE 
Designer DORA SCHWEITZER 
Lighting Designer MATT L EVENTHALL 
Sound Designer STEVE MAYO 
Composer and Musical Director TOM ATTWOOD 
Assistant Director JOSHUA HIGGOTT 
Video Production Designer LOUISE RHODES-BROWN 
Movement Director EMILY HOLT 
Voice Coach ELSPETH MORRISON 
Production Manager LAWRENCE T. DOYLE 
Company Stage Manager KERRIE DRISCOLL 
Assistant Production Manager HARRY ARMYTAGE 
Theatre Technician TIM KNIGHT 
Deputy Stage Manager BETHAN MCKNIGHT 
Assistant Stage Managers ALEX BERRIDGE-SCHUTER, CLELIA CRAWFORD 
Wardrobe Supervisor LOUISE PATEY 
Wig Supervisor SOPHIE EADE 
Audio Description WILLIAM CLANCY 
Set Construction DSH CARPENTRY AND DESIGN 
Production Photographer PHILIP TULL 
National Press and Publicity JAN FERRER 
 
FOR TRADEMARK TOURING 
Producers DAVID PARFITT & BOB BENTON 
General Manager SF ENTERTAINMENT 
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Financial Controller LIZ BARRON 
Production Accountant MARTIN BALL 
Business Affairs FREDDIE RYECART 
Associate Producer CLEONE CLARKE 
Production Coordinator LYDIA HEMMINGS 
Social Media PIERS FOLEY FOR TARGET LIVE 
Graphic Design REBECCA PITT CREATIVE 
Bookkeeping SMART ENTERTAINMENT 


