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Introduction

Welcome to this Behind the Scenes guide to the Donmar Warehouse revival of Conor 
McPherson’s THE WEIR, directed by Josie Rourke. In the following pages, you will find a 
wealth of information to give you a closer look at the process of bringing this production from 
page to stage.

Conor McPherson is widely considered one of the greatest living playwrights in the English 
language, and THE WEIR is perhaps his best known play, written when Conor was just 
26. After an initial run of performances at the Royal Court, the first production of the play 
transferred to the West End and won an Olivier award for Best New Play in 1999. It was named 
as one of the 100 most significant plays of the 20th Century in a National Theatre poll.

The Donmar’s production marks the first major London revival of this modern masterpiece. This 
guide aims to set the play and the production in context, through conversations with members 
of the cast and creative team, as well as offering a glimpse into the world that inspired 
McPherson to write the play.

The guide includes an interview with Designer Tom Scutt, working on his first production at 
the Donmar Warehouse, as well as a conversation with Dervla Kirwan, playing Valerie, the 
only female character in the play. There are also extracts from the rehearsal diary of Oonagh 
Murphy, the Donmar’s new Resident Assistant Director, as well as a chance to have a look at 
an annotated section of text, giving an insight into the way the play was analysed and dissected 
in the rehearsal room.

Finally, we have also included a conversation with the Donmar’s Master Carpenter, David Skelly, 
and his Deputy Matt Day, two of the key figures in making sure that every Donmar production 
is ready for opening night.

We hope that you find this guide interesting and informative. To view the Behind the Scenes 
guides for other productions, please visit www.donmarwarehouse.com/discover/resources.

Titas Halder   Sam Maynard

Dervla Kirwan, Peter 
McDonald and Brian Cox

http://www.donmarwarehouse.com/discover/resources


Section 1: 
Background to  
THE WEIR

Risteárd Cooper
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Quiet Electricity: An introduction to THE WEIR

THE WEIR first played at The Royal Court in 1997. It was part of a group of extremely 
successful plays; exciting and visceral, written by young firebrand writers at the Royal Court 
in the mid-1990s. Plays like Mojo, Blasted, The Beauty Queen of Leenane, and work by Mark 
Ravenhill, Anthony Neilson, Joe Penhall, Patrick Marber first shocked audiences, and later 
acquired a reputation as cool plays. Now, almost twenty years on, many have become modern 
classics. On the page they seemed furious, explicit, daring and, more often than not, violent. 
But THE WEIR is not.

There is no shocking act of onstage violence, deviant behaviour, nor any Pinter-inspired 
menace. Instead, reading it, this appears to be a gentle play where several middle-aged men 
and one young woman in a small pub in the middle of nowhere in rural Ireland tell each other 
stories. That is it. Or so it might seem. For a generation of audiences too young to have seen 
the original production, there is only the text on the page to provide an understanding of exactly 
what it is that happens in THE WEIR. What is it about this extraordinary night that makes the 
play so electric?

There’s no dark like a winter night in the country. And there was a wind like this one 
tonight, howling and whistling in off the sea.

JACK

Brian Cox
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The play sees three drinking companions installed in an all-but-deserted rural pub in the 
Irish countryside. The course of the evening is changed once a fourth man, a slight outsider, 
introduces a Dublin woman, Valerie, to the pub. She clearly seeks some kind of peace and 
quiet, and this desolate rural place seems exactly that. Conor tells me: ‘There’s a kind of wild 
energy about it.’ He’s speaking about the play, but there is something about the wild energy of 
the landscape which charges the action. I ask Conor what the landscape means to him:

‘When I was younger I used to go and visit my granddad who used to live on his own in the 
country. It was just so different to where I grew up. A different world really.’

It is this different world that Valerie has found herself in. A Dublin woman, she has travelled to 
the other coast of the country to arrive at this village. In the later interview with Dervla Kirwan, 
she points towards Valerie having a scientific or rationalist background, perhaps with no great 
faith in Catholicism. Valerie doesn’t know too much about this part of the country, and so these 
local men, perhaps either in their lack of knowing quite how to behave around her, or indeed 
in their attempts to impress her, tell her about the area. More specifically, they tell her about 
incidents that have happened to them personally in the area. This is where the word ‘story’ 
and the idea of ‘storytelling’ seems to become something that must be resisted in the context 
of rehearsals. In a visit to the rehearsal room, there is nothing explicitly anticipatory in the way 
that the actors approach their ‘stories’ – and indeed they resist anything overtly performative 
in their telling. Conor tells me about the visits to his grandfather which seems to reinforce this 
atmosphere:

‘I started going down there when I was like a little kid, then when I was a teenager I used 
to stay with him for a little while. So that was when I’d get a chance to hear him talk about 
folklore and stuff from his childhood. That was a pretty direct link to that oral tradition of that 
stuff. He would tell me things that happened to his parents or things he’d heard, all of that. 
But it was just very matter of fact, we’d just be sitting there and he’d tell me these things.’

Ardal O’Hanlon, Brian Cox 
and Risteárd Cooper
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The men, then, don’t so much perform their tales as simply tell things to Valerie. And such 
is the nature of the things they talk about, the world they inhabit, and the place where they 
remain, that they can’t help but load the atmosphere. The room becomes heavy.

Okay. I’m sorry. What? I regret the stories, then. I don’t think we should have any more 
of them. But that’s what I’m saying, like.

FINBAR

Although Valerie is upset by the stories, or at least affected in some way, there is no 
melodramatic storming out of the room that follows. Rather the opposite, something comic, 
where Valerie asks to use the ladies room – which as it turns out, is busted – which as it turns 
out, Brendan means to fix in time for the Germans – which as it turns out, means that an 
embarrassed Brendan has to lead Valerie into his own house to use the toilet in there. Jack 
quips: ‘if you’re not back in ten minutes, we’ll come and get you okay?’. Conor acknowledges 
this, recognising the comic elements and ‘abrupt changes in tone’ as part of the fabric of the 
play:

‘I think you have to have both – you have to have both ends of the spectrum; the light and 
the dark, and once you keep doing that, the audience just never know what’s coming.‘

Perhaps that is the crucial thing for the audience watching this play; we are never sure of what 
is coming. Because we are not ‘performed to’, but simply told things. We have to lean forwards 
and listen. And in listening, we allow ourselves to invest in the journey of what we are being 
told. The turns become subtler, but we feel them more acutely. We want to hear, and we want 
to be told things, and we want to know about the lives of the characters; we want to know 
what consuming experience has happened to Valerie, we want to be able to have a sense of 
what that was, and might well scare us and it might well move us deeply once we have been 
told.

No, see, something happened to me. That just hearing you talk about it tonight. It’s 
important to me. That I’m not… bananas.

VALERIE

The text on its own yields only so much about what is happening. This is where, fifteen years 
on from the original run of the play, it is impossible to know what happens exactly, or what it 
feels like, unless we are able to hear those stories again in performance. It is the alchemy of 
the actor and the text. Conor reinforces this point:

‘In a way, characters are just masks – and the soul only really comes alive with whatever 
actor puts the mask on. So whenever you see it with different people, you see the 
characters in different ways. I just see them being brought to life by this particular cast, as 
opposed to seeing things that I understand more about the characters themselves.’

Indeed now, the play sits comfortably as its own entity. I ask Conor if he might make any 
changes to the text:

‘I don’t feel I have the right to do that in a funny way, because it’s not part of my life actively 
anymore. I would just adjust it in rehearsals if there’s anything that needs adjusting... You 
want to give them little things that make it their own… It’s little things that you maybe 
scribble in on it as opposed to changing it. You’re just scribbling on it for fun.’
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I was lucky to see the cast do a run-through of the play in the rehearsal room. as intact as it 
might be before getting into the theatre for tech week. There is only the group of actors and 
the words. You have to imagine everything else. I listen to what the actors say, and watch what 
happens. The characters, their dialogue, and their stories become a gateway to a different 
world. The form of the play is still not fireworks and exuberance, but rather something of 
simplicity and directness. There is a sense of weightlessness as you move through the play. It 
is this directness of experience which is so electric, which shocks and scares.

This has been a strange little evening for me.
JACK

Only it hasn’t, it has been a huge, seismic evening for everybody. Everything has changed. 
Something has happened quietly, in a rural part of Ireland, in a small rural bar.

Dervla Kirwan
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Section 2: 
The Donmar’s Production

Peter McDonald
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Cast and Creative Team

Cast in order of speaking

Jack  
BRIAN COX

Brendan  
PETER 
MCDONALD

Jim 
ARDAL 
O’HANLON

Finbar 
RISTEÁRD 
COOPER

Valerie 
DERVLA KIRWAN

Production

Director JOSIE ROURKE

Designer TOM SCUTT

Lighting Designer NEIL AUSTIN

Sound Designer IAN DICKINSON

Casting Director ALASTAIR COOMER CDG

Brian Cox

10

RES
OURCES

PRODUCTI
ON

BACKGROUND

CONTE
NTS



11

This first day of rehearsals is the culmination of months 
of work. Josie and the designer, Tom Scutt, have been 
collaborating on creating a design that transforms the 

Donmar’s stage into the interior of a pub on a farm in a rural 
Irish backwater in the late nineties. Talking us through the 
model-box, they share with us the discussions and decisions 
that have gone into creating an authentic space which offers 
the audience the opportunity to witness the small details of 
the play. They explain how specific objects, like currency and 
drinks, will point us to the time and setting, without locking 
us down into anything that feels ‘period’.

We read the play with Conor 
present. Its intricate structure and 
musicality means that even at a 
table reading, amongst actors who 
have met just that morning, the 
story and atmosphere sing out 
thrillingly into the rehearsal space. 
The company discusses the play 
with Conor, and he guides us into 
a further understanding of the 
characters and their drives, in a way 
that is light-handed and awash with 
possibility.

It is at this point that the designer 
meets individually with each cast 
member and discusses their 
costume. This is a conversation 
where his ideas and theirs come 
together. One cast member points 
out that although this is 1997, 
their character might be wearing a 
fifteen year-old suit that is only for 
special occasions.

Our work for the remainder of 
Week One is a combination 
of closely reading the text and 
discussing it one section at a time. 
Josie guides this work, posing 
questions, asking us to work out 
the sense and logic of the play as 
well as to make note of important 
narrative details. The four Irish 
actors share with the room their 
experiences of Ireland at that 
time. Anecdotes and historical 
research sit together in our growing 
understanding of the play, its 
people and its geography.

As we reach the end of the week, 
the subtleties of Conor’s writing 
are emerging in the cast’s growing 
dynamic with one another. The 
dialogue ebbs and flows with 
rhythmic possibility, silences are 
discovered, inaction tracked and 
relationships plotted. We make 
plans about what is needed going 
forward – a drinks plot, research 
on how to buy a house in Ireland 
in the 1990s, some background 
information on fairy forts... Stage 
management mark up the rehearsal 
room to the dimensions of the set 
and divide the text into sections 
that we need cover from day to day.

We find ourselves fittingly in a 
huge discussion about mystery 
and superstition, about how we 
comprehend the universe and 
human existence here. It touches 
on faith, and loneliness, physics, 
ghosts, and the potential of the 
human mind – massive topics for 
a Friday afternoon but ones which 
seem entirely appropriate when 
working on something like THE 
WEIR.

Someone surmises that what 
Conor’s work does is “protect the 
mystery”. He supplies us with just 
enough to make us wonder, but not 
too much that we stop thinking.

ONE
WEEK

Rehearsal  
Diary

Resident Assistant Director Oonagh Murphy’s 
Rehearsal Diary

The dialogue ebbs and flows 

with rhythmic possibility, 

silences are discovered, 

inaction tracked and 

relationships plotted.

Risteárd Cooper
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TWO
WEEK

THE WEIR examines the deep-rooted need humans have to 
connect, and the idea that selfish, animalistic behaviour 
can get in the way. The play’s five characters need to be 

in communion with others and THE WEIR’s setting is a space 
in which affinity, understanding and redemption all become 
possible. The events of this evening are critical. Through 
sharing their stories, characters declare and – perhaps – 
progress beyond themselves.

Of course, if a drama journeying 
towards self-knowledge is set in 
a pub, then it goes without saying 
that there will be a certain amount 
of alcohol consumed. Staging this 
play involves figuring out how 
that can happen in an appealingly 
naturalistic way, while being 
feasible for the actors doing it. We 
work through a reading of the play, 
in real time, with the actors drinking 
the exact amount of liquid that they 
are said to consume as per the 
stage directions. Some characters 
drink up to seven drinks, other 
characters drink only two glasses. 
There are also breaks where 
characters go to the toilet. So this is 
a test of how that will all work. We 
make notes of how long a character 
has to drink a pint, possible problem 
areas, and where the character 
might have put a drink down and 
so on. Proofing these practical 
concerns at this point will save us 
time later in the process.

A mock-up of the bar area is in 
place. The designer and director 
set the rehearsal furniture for 
the week’s work. Seeing the 
elements in proper scale and in 
three dimensions, trouble-shooting 
can now take place. Josie has 
an intrinsic understanding of 
the Donmar space and how any 
object onstage needs to serve 
various functions, creating zones 
of meaning for the actors and 
supporting lateral stacking across 
the stage that plays action out to all 

three sides. This is a conversation 
that will continue on through the 
coming weeks. Small adjustments 
are made to the length of the bar 
and the size of some furniture.

The geography of these people’s 
lives becomes something tangible 
and meaningful as we place it in 
exact reference to the pub. The 
director’s instruction to ‘point to 
the direction of Jack’s house’ 
quickly leads to a cartography 
session – where the cast explain 
their perception of how places 
named in the play relate to one 
another. Debates about directions 
and proximity ensue, with us 
consulting the script for evidence 
as to the landscape the playwright 
has created. This exercise draws 
us all together in our understanding 
of quite how remote this place is, 
and the sort of hierarchies that are 
inherent in where people live in 
relation to one another.

The notion of space carries through 
into our work for the rest of the 
week which is to begin to put the 
play on its feet. The play is, in some 
respects, heavy on ‘business’: there 
are drinks poured; cigarettes shared 
and lit; money counted and change 
given. This creates little speed-
bumps, as we figure out what the 
various versions are of the action, 
a gentle mix of instinct, logistic and 
aesthetic. We consult what the 
stage directions say – and add to 
it the conditions of a three-sided 
space. Moreover, Josie encourages 
the actors to follow their instinct. 
So, plotting through, there is a 
fruitful tension between the hyper-
naturalism of how it would really 
happen in a pub and the way that 
might be enjoyable to watch in this 
particular configuration, creating 
from moment to moment, a sort of 
poetic realism.

The work is consuming, and 
the actors become immersed 
in working out the layers of 
relationship and the series of 
transactions that drive the narrative. 
At one point Dervla points out 
that she feels like the play is 
coming to us. The text is leading 
her through it and that nothing is 
preordained. There is a sense that 
the play is showing us different 
sides of itself, and so the choices 
the actors are making certainly feel 
‘in the moment’ and informed by a 
spontaneity of action.

As the weekend approaches, we 
reach the close of the play, having 
worked through it all, sketching out 
options for staging. Josie stresses 
that it has been important this week 
for the performers to follow their 
instinct and explore the possibilities 
of action. Next week, she proposes, 
will be about pulling the work apart 
a little bit.

Dervla Kirwan
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THREE
WEEK

Week Three brings 
us the fresh task of 
working though the 

play from the beginning once 
more. This is a challenge 
to track through our telling 
of the story and tease out 
moments we have been 
discussing and exploring so 
far. The actors are coming 
‘off book’. If they are stuck 
for a line they call for it 
from the Deputy Stage 
Manager who is ‘on book’ 
throughout rehearsals. The 
precise routines of how 
drinks are poured or exactly 
how one person lights 
several others’ cigarettes 
also needs to be explored, 
set and drilled. The director 
navigates this exploration 
through encouragement and 
openness. Small changes in 
staging at one point in the 
play can have a knock-on 
effect at a later point. So it is 
a week of tracing over what 
we have already done and 
figuring out what is the best 
version of the action to tell 
the story.

Midweek the director does a day 
of sessions of one-on-one work 
with each actor. They work at the 
table, reading each story the play 
offers us, and discussing what it 
tells us about the character. New 
ideas emerge as the performer and 
director excavate the text deeper 
for clues about the moment of 
the character’s life that the play 
signifies.

During this week stage 
management continue to feed 
in the practical elements which 
are being developed and worked 
out by the production team. 

Proper taps are fitted onto 
the bar to allow Peter 
and Brian [Brendan and 
Jack], to practice pulling 
pints of lager. Chairs and 
tables are swapped in and 
out as the director makes 
requests based on sightline 
requirements. Items of 
costume are worn to see how 
they work for building character. 
The play begins to come alive as its 
physical textures are activated in 
our week’s work.

Peter McDonald

The precise routines of how 

drinks are poured or exactly 

how one person lights several 

others’ cigarettes also needs 

to be explored, set and drilled.

13

RES
OURCES

PRODUCTI
ON

BACKGROUND

CONTE
NTS



14

FOUR
WEEK

‘By coupling the lives of the characters with the presences of others, 
he’s come up with an acute portrait of loneliness, the poetry of how 
alone they are’. 

Josie reminds us of the material that we find ourselves 
in the depths of at the beginning of week four. This is 
a stage of very close work, where one page of dialogue 

might involve an hour of work in order to reach a satisfying 
point. What the director pays close attention to now, is 
allowing the actors the freedom to continue to discover 
things while keeping a stage picture that has muscle and 
clarity. The work needs to feel like it is bedding down, while 
at the same time, the performers need to be in creative 
ownership of it.

At this point the question of 
sightlines and focus is at the 
surface level of our awareness. 
This particular configuration allows 
for a multitudinous storytelling to 
occur, where the audience’s eyes 
are drawn in quick succession 
across a variety of details which 
activate the entire narrative. So this 
stage of work is about honing that 
particular facet of the stagecraft in 
order to achieve a fluidity and pace. 

The director’s work is at this point 
very light of touch as she points out 
that there is a real danger of over-
directing this play. The action of the 
play is so indirect and subtle, that 
any endeavour to point up or fix 
narrative detail makes it feel ham-
fisted and one-dimensional. Instead 
there is a sense of ‘keeping the ball 
up’ that pervades the work, where 
the story needs to gain momentum, 

take traction, but never dwell too 
long on any particular moment.

The playwright’s advice upon his 
visit at the end of this week is to 
‘not let it be too tidy’. The work 
demands a sort of busy-ness that 
it is tempting to want to streamline 
and choreograph. Instead, Conor 
encourages a sort of staging that 
fights the instinct to make the 
blocking clean, complicates such 
simplicity and demands we look 
twice. The frenetic and jarring 
moments are the ones which 
remind us of these character’s 
biographies, their revelation fuelled 
by the oddness of the evening. The 
week comes to a close with the 
playwright working with us on the 
climax of the play, unlocking certain 
aspects and giving us new ideas 
to keep the exploration going. His 
presence answers many questions, 
but also creates many more, and 
we find ourselves in discussion that 
will propel the work into the final 
week, and continue to generate 
possibilities as we move into the 
space in the coming fortnight.

The frenetic and jarring 

moments are the ones 

which remind us of these 

character’s biographies, 

their revelation fuelled 

by the oddness of the 

evening.

Ardal O’Hanlon and Peter 
McDonald
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FIVE
WEEK

Week five begins with the very first stagger-through. 
Having worked on the play in sections, units of 
action or longer episodes of narrative, this is an 

exercise in tracking back through the detail and logic of 
our work. The first run always creates certain anxieties, 
but it clarifies what needs to be worked out over the next 
period. Josie is quick to reassure the company that we are 
where we need to be and that by returning to look at staging 
in detail we can guarantee we have not missed anything. 
Over the following couple of days she leads the company in 
attending to a lot of technical elements, working out the best 
versions of business and blocking. This is a stage where the 
possible drafts are examined, with Josie selecting and editing 
character through-lines that most illuminate the story.

Towards the end of the week the 
playwright returns to the room. 
Conor’s presence catalyses a 
renewed interrogation of the 
play. He once more shares with 
us his perspective on the events 
happening from moment to 
moment. He reminds us of what 
is at stake even at moments 
when it appears tension is 
diffusing. By recognising the 
agreed circumstances and each 
character’s subjective response to 
the action, a sense of freedom to 
ramp up the urgency and use to it 
to gain traction. Conor’s thoughts 
make concrete the instincts of the 
actor and the director, particularly 
in moments when he suggests 
playing against the condition. This 
means that the actors explore 
moments in new ways and unlock 
fresh approaches that energise this 
point of transition from rehearsal 
space to theatre.

We move into the Donmar 
space on Tuesday of week six. 
The production team have been 
working through the weekend in 
the space in order to prepare for 
the tech and bring Tom Scutt’s 
beautiful design to fruition. The 
actors meet the director in the 
space and they talk through 

the elements that have been 
introduced – a real peat-burning 
stove, doors which lead off stage 
left and right, lights and the full bar. 
The technical rehearsal navigates 
the terrain between drilling and 
discovery. Business is worked out 
in real time and real space. Yet, 
an offer is never turned down, be 
it from the acting company or the 
creative team. Josie facilitates a 
technical rehearsal where it feels 
that the work is still creative and 
exploratory.

Decisions are made which allow 
the audience in to the piece from 
the various vantage points of the 
Donmar’s seating configuration. 
Josie works with skill and ease to 

track the actors’ movement through 
the space, as well as the eyeline 
that they have to one another at 
any one time. We learn from her 
how this space demands a certain 
rhythm as to how the ensemble 
share the point of focus at any 
moment. A small movement before 
a line for example underscores a 
moment and helps the audience to 
take in the panorama of the stage 
in small chunks of action. Josie’s 
technique of stacking and layering 
performers becomes very apparent 
through tech and into previews. 
Her approach is to recognise how 
different characters have different 
relationships with the audience 
– with some giving out, offering 
the audience their stories with a 
sort of outward energy, and others 
being caught in moments by the 
audience, more prone to being 
observed than to presenting. 
These alternate rhythms form the 
basis of how we understand the 
way that the house meets the 
play.

It feels that the visual and physical 
dimensions of the play are 
converging with Conor’s text. 
The actors have written these 
characters bold, and when we 
finally meet them in the echo 

chamber of the space that Tom 
has created, something ritualistic, 
humane and poetically real 
happens. Audiences delight in the 
shifting atmospheres of the play 
and witnessing it draw them in and 
leave them wanting more, like any 
good fireside story, is an incredibly 
enjoyable experience.

Josie works with skill and 

ease to track the actors’ 

movement through the space, 

as well as the eyeline that 

they have to one another at 

any one time. We learn from 

her how this space demands a 

certain rhythm as to how the 

ensemble share the point of 

focus at any moment. 
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A conversation with Tom Scutt, Designer

Tom Scutt trained at the Royal Welsh College of Music and Drama. After winning 
the Linbury Prize for Stage Design in 2007, he has worked for companies including 
Headlong, the Royal Shakespeare Company and the Royal Court. Recent designs include 
Constellations at the Royal Court and the Duke of York’s Theatre, and The Lion, The 
Witch, and the Wardrobe in Kensington Gardens. THE WEIR marks Tom’s debut design at 
the Donmar Warehouse.

What are your main responsibilities as the designer?

It totally changes depending on the show. There’s stuff like Constellations which solved itself 
really quickly – once we had the idea it was straight into detail and what most people would 
perceive as the real design. The Lion, The Witch, and the Wardrobe was a completely different 
thing – I went straight into large amounts of costume drawings and story boarding really quickly 
– big lavish design.

As a freelance designer the one thing you can do is have the freedom to pick and choose all 
sorts of different things, and what I think is exciting about that is that you can be working on 
three things where your job is totally different.

Some shows really need solving with a concept, especially if it’s multi-locational. And some 
shows, like THE WEIR, kind of don’t really need ‘solving’. It’s unbroken and it’s one location and 
it stands alone, it works.

in
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Brian Cox, Peter McDonald, 
Ardal O’Hanlon and Risteárd 
Cooper

16

RES
OURCES

PRODUCTI
ON

BACKGROUND

CONTE
NTS



1717

This is your first show at the Donmar, and working with Josie Rourke. Is there a way 
that you always approach working with a director, or if it’s someone new do you have to 
start from scratch?

I think you have to both go into it tentatively. You have to both spend a while working out each 
other’s ways of working. But also, I’ll have a different process on every show so I take it as 
read that each director will potentially have a different process on every show as well.

Has Josie asked you to go in any particular direction?

Not really, I think we very quickly and quietly, early on, ruled out any need for anything 
excessively expressionistic or metaphorical. I think THE WEIR and the Donmar space are 
perfect partners. The play has that round-the-campfire feel of being brought into a small space 
and told stories. And what the design needs to do is really simply serve that and allow it to 
breathe – you know it’s just a pub, and it’s really simple. And I think that approach is evident in 
the writing and the characters.

We also knew that we wanted to have the potential for something slightly more ethereal. 
We wanted to acknowledge the ghostliness, the other world, the outside. You need to sort 
of counterpoint those two things together, which doesn’t mean that you need to do a madly 
expressionistic set but if there’s a realism about what’s under their feet and what they’re 
touching, there needs to be a sort of – I guess a sort of cloud over the whole set.

So we spent a lot of time thinking about the back wall – the ceiling stops quite low, and there 
are beams which come out from the back wall which will give a sense of a ceiling. But then 
through a black gauze on the back wall – through a viewfinder in that gauze we have a really large 
farmhouse wall, which was taken from a photo of a building that myself and Josie saw when we 
went to Ireland on a research trip. And rain. Or at least sort of misty rain. So you have this quite 
cold ghostly cloud that hangs over the whole much warmer more intimate proceedings. And I just 
think that counterpoint is really evident in the writing and in each of the stories there’s something 
else going on – they’ve always got this sort of ghost hanging over them.

Risteárd Cooper
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What did you get from the research trip? What did that comprise of?

We went out there for two days. Myself and Josie and (casting director) Alastair Coomer. We 
just went to a few pubs. We didn’t find the right one but we spent one evening going to four or 
five pubs, and slowly picking up bits of detail from people who were around the area.

I don’t think I’ve ever been on a research trip before. The plays that I design often require 
a completely different ethos or a multi-locational challenge that you’ve got to deal with, or 
something slightly more expressionistic. The one thing I knew with this play, which is relatively 
unusual for the style that I go for, is that it needed investing in the detail enormously.

I think with this play everything just needs to serve the authenticity and the plainness of that 
world. Because Conor doesn’t shout visual metaphors, you want to honour what you think 
might potentially might be some kind of symbolic gesture. I think there is a certain sort of 
alchemy to how it works as a play, and the ghost stories, the magic of it. I want to honour what 
the playwright has prescribed here, as much as you can in a three sided space.

How did you approach the challenge of designing for a three sided space like the 
Donmar, in terms of making sure that you didn’t have problems with sight-lines?

The obvious thing is this pub has to be a pub – it’s got to have seats in it – and we’re going to 
have to deal with that fact.

When myself and Josie were mapping out the play, we looked at the positioning of chairs and 
so on, and it’s amazing how important that is. We didn’t block the play by any means, because 
that would be fatal – it still needs to be open as a creative and rehearsal process – but we have 
had to consider the potential places and positions on stage where certain stories are strong 
from and therefore where other people might be at that point. It’s about looking at lines and 
looking at angles.

We came into the space while JULIUS CAESAR was on and we put out some chairs and tables 
and bits and pieces, and we just tweaked things. We sat in a certain chair and just moved 
things and it just helped us decide ‘well, we need this many chairs, or this many low stools’. 
It’s not about killing the process, it’s about going ‘this is what you can have at the beginning of 
rehearsals’, and you can sort of pick and choose as you go. You know that inevitably actors will 
then start to have certain affiliations with sitting in a certain place, or feeling at home with a 
certain chair. But at least it just means then Josie has got an idea when she starts of what is a 
definite no-no in terms of standing in a certain place, for example.

So it’s like there are technical ‘building blocks’ that you need to go over at least with the 
director before you get into rehearsals. Can you talk a bit about how you add detail into 
a set like this after establishing these technical elements?

The intention is that it stops it feeling like a set too much. It just feels ever so slightly more 
organic. I guess for me the biggest shift [during the design stage] was about me investing in 
the history of the room. So I’d done a room which I felt would be good for staging, and then 
you go into this part where it’s a bit like making a character – you start making a back story. So 
the detailing on the floor is such that I used to have a tiled rim that went all the way round the 
stage, but that felt too big. I wanted to keep that detail, so what I did is imagine the history of 
this farmhouse and what Brendan has done to it to modify it into a pub. So we’ve now got a 
mark on the floor where you can see the concrete marks where there used to be a wall which 
he’s knocked through. So there’s a doorway or a floor through it and then it means this room 
has the tiles around it because it used to be an older room. So you start breaking up the floor a 
bit so you sort of have these zones and it feels a bit more intimate.
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So are those sorts of changes something that you made after you went away and 
imagined the back story of the room yourself? How much does the director input into 
this kind of thing?

Instead of offering the solution, she’ll provoke the question. She’ll say ‘you know, the problem 
is that this room feels really big’ and I’ll go ‘well I can’t really do anything about that… other 
than detailing on the floor’. So you then start investing in the detail and then going ‘It would be 
really nice to have a slightly makeshift lobby that he’s put around the front door where people 
come in and hang their coats up, in comparison with the old plastered walls of the building’. So 
you then start to have an old building that’s been re-appropriated with crappy new stuff.

I wanted to get in two things – the really basic, mundane, not very necessarily comfortable, 
quite plain furniture and lino and stuff like that, on a counterpoint with something a bit more 
spiritual – so the floor sort of looks like it could be the floor of a church, and there’s a church 
pew that we have by the door, so there’s a certain sort of air of reverence about it and 
sanctuary.

And that’s really come out in the latter half of the process – telling the story of the room, which 
you then pass on to the actors – and then Brendan has got a clear idea of his relationship with 
the space and what he’s done to appropriate it to make it his pub.

So what you do feeds in to their story.

Hopefully, yeah. And then I’m sure they will have ideas about things they can put in. It’s organic 
– it still feels like we’ve left loads of space open. It will continue to live and breathe with them 
which is quite nice.

The play was written and is set in 1997; how does that impact on your design, as 
compared to a play that is set in the modern day?

The costumes are very slightly different. But the good thing is that the pubs we went to, it 
looks like they’re wearing 1997 anyway – nothing’s visually really changed, so it shouldn’t feel 
aggressive as a statement, it should feel like we’re just honouring what’s there. Some things 
have changed – smoking regulations, stuff like that.

Because they do smoke in the play.

Yeah, that wouldn’t ring true in a modern setting. There are other small details, like money, that 
an audience might not even notice, but the actors will. And you know, about commerce, and 
the economic state of Ireland at the moment being probably different from what it was then, 
and this whole thing about the Germans coming to the area, this season when the Germans 
come – you know it’s of a time. But it’s close enough for it to still feel modern.

My last question to you is nothing to do with the play. How did you get into design; 
what was your path?

I think it’s what I felt I always wanted to do. I had been dragged to Shakespeare from the age 
of ten, at Stratford, and I always knew that I wanted to do something to do with theatre. And 
there was a bit of a gear change when I was at school, I stopped acting and just got a little bit 
more interested in what was going on around me. I got a bit more interested in the cogs that 
make it all work, and the problem solving I think, that goes with it.

I did a foundation art course in Cheltenham at the University of Gloucester. I specialised in 
sculpture and installation and then from that went to Royal Welsh College of Music & Drama to 
do Theatre Design, but knew when I went into the foundation course that that’s what I wanted 
to do in the first place. I also knew that I didn’t really want to go to London, or that I wasn’t 
ready to go to London. And so I trained, graduated in 2006 and then [did] a few fringe shows 
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2006/2007 while I was living in Cardiff. Winning the Linbury prize was what really kicked it all 
off, and being lucky enough to be in the Headlong group. And then it just sort of went from 
there really.

The show that I saw where I knew I really wanted to design was Gregory Doran’s production 
of Macbeth, in ’99 or 2000, starring Anthony Sher and Harriet Walter. I was fifteen or sixteen. 
The design wasn’t very shouty – for me what was interesting was that it wasn’t what before 
that point I’d always learnt design to be. This was a bare stage, but stuff happened – the design 
was in the events. For Banquo’s death he was holding an enormous, really intense floodlight, 
and nothing else, and the whole scene was played like that. That was a design intervention 
into something totally integral to the production. Sonically, it kind of happened all around you as 
well. It was just really light of touch and delicate, and it made me think – that is something I’d 
be really interested in doing – because it feels it’s essential to the process, and it helps the play. 
And so from then on in, I just got stuck in, and just sort of did it – and if it goes horribly wrong, I 
don’t know what the hell I’d do.

Brian Cox
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A conversation with Dervla Kirwan, playing 
Valerie

Dervla Kirwan first appeared at the Donmar Warehouse in Betrayal in 2007. Her extensive 
stage career has included roles at the National Theatre, the Royal Court and Bristol Old 
Vic, as well as widespread work on television. Most recently, she appeared as Sonya in 
Uncle Vanya at Chichester Festival Theatre.

What’s it like to be the only female presence, or the only female character in the play?

Well this is the third play I’ve done where I’ve been the only female. I don’t really notice any 
difference. I don’t really look at the gender. I look at the personalities and how they treat 
everyone in that room. I think I would feel a little bit lonely if there wasn’t a strong female 
director. That balances it out. I’m surrounded by very intelligent, well-educated men. And so 
you can’t really be frightened to speak up – not that they would ever make me feel that way. 
It’s glorious, it’s not a problem.
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If a play has one female character, it could be easy to label it a very male or masculine 
thing.

This play is not about that. These characters that these men are playing are the very antithesis 
to the sort of very misogynistic territorial males. They’re very welcoming to the character of 
Valerie. In fact, the beauty of it is they haven’t had a woman in this pub for a very long time – 
they’re quite inept. They have no social skills. Their verbal capabilities go out the window the 
minute she walks in the room and it’s just because she is a female presence – they really don’t 
know how to conduct themselves.

You’ve worked at the Donmar before – what are the things to bear in mind when you’re 
playing that space?

I’m particularly excited about going back to the Donmar because I love that space. I love the 
three-sided nature of it. I love that fact that it’s very high. So when you think of a thought you 
don’t take it from the earth, you take it from the air. I also think what can be deceptive is the 
amount of energy you do need. What we need to do now is finish a few runs and solidify what 
we’re doing, but we need to get back into that space to realise just how much voice is needed 
to carry. And then make that naturalistic. Then of course once the audience gets in it amplifies 
that even more. But I don’t think we need to act, I think that’s the very antithesis of what we 
should be doing. Neither should we be performing, we should be doing that thing that actors 
spend their lifetimes trying to understand, which is being. You know?

Tom Scutt said to me there was an attempt to make it feel that in the audience, you are 
not necessarily invited in, you have to negotiate your way through.

It shouldn’t be comfortable this play. This is a very human production. And although the 
supernatural is a huge part of this play, it is the reality of the loneliness and how that erodes 
people, and has changed people, and how decisions in earlier parts of their lives that has 
moulded these men into the people that we see. And remember this is meant to be an 
extraordinary – unnatural if you like – event. Whatever happens this night, many things are 
revealed about each character, indirectly and directly. And I think that’s a great exchange. But 
yeah I don’t think the audience should be thinking ‘wow, we’re going to see a lovely funny 
entertaining O-i-r-i-s-h play. That’s not what this is about. This is gonna take you to a dark place, 
I think.

Am I right in saying you were born in Dublin?

Yes. I mean I’ve lived in London for years, but I’m very Irish. More Irish since I’ve been doing 
this play…

But the play is set on the other coast. In the text it says ‘a rural part of Ireland’.

Yeah. It’s in the middle of nowhere. It’s like a surreal place. It’s hidden by a mountain, it’s been 
bypassed by this very prosperous town, which represents the light. Everyone leaves this rural 
very dark place if you like, and moves towards prosperity and hope and aspiration – and to 
modernity.

Does being Irish give you a key into the play?

Well I am playing a Dublin woman, and I think that is very significant. There’s always been an 
attitude that Dublin people have a kind of sophistication, certainly an older generation would 
have thought that they were much more sophisticated, they had more money… a bit like 
the North / South divide that we have here in Britain. That’s the same divide between the 
suburbanites and [the country people]. But yeah of course I think the language has an ease and 
it’s very accessible for me.
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How much do you think Valerie believes the supernatural stories that are told through 
the play? How much do you discover that through rehearsals?

When I approached this I did a lot of scientific research on the nature of what happens through 
grief and how the brain reacts, and how many people would have auditory hallucinations, visual 
hallucinations, all of those. That the brain compensates and takes the pain, the torture, and 
soul if you like, and places it into an environment where there is some peace. The point is with 
my character, she doesn’t get any peace with the hallucination or vision or experience that she 
has. She is tortured. Utterly – it is a daily torture. This is a woman who has possibly rejected 
her Catholic upbringing, who would be very much in a rational state, is married to an engineer, 
probably a mathematician, and has had no need for old stories. And because of what has 
happened to her, and because of the fight between her sanity and her insanity, she goes on a 
quest to find that other people have had this experience. Whether they believe in them or not, 
it is very important to her sanity that what she experienced actually happened.

There’s a temptation when you’re reading it to fully believe in the magic side of it.

Oh absolutely. Conor says it’s the mystery.

Is there a gap or gulf between something as supernatural as a ghost and something 
that’s scientific or rational? Which path do you go down as you’re preparing for it?

I think you go towards the mystery don’t you? Valerie rejects any form of treatment because 
she doesn’t want to sanitise her experience. She wants the ghosts and the angels and the 
unexplained because she wants to believe in the mystery that there is a life hereafter – and that 
she will see the person that she desperately wants to see.

Dervla Kirwan
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You hope that the audience will want the mystery.

I think they will. And you also have Finbar who tells his story, and he totally rejects it. He cannot 
accept it, and left that area – moved down to Carrick, and is a self-made man, but is absolutely 
of this soil, of this earth. These stories will be in his bones, part of his DNA. I think it’s a 
humbling effect, to have the mystery reinserted.

As you get older, and as you get closer to your own concept of mortality, because people 
inexplicably suddenly die around you, you realise why these stories are so important. Because 
we cannot make sense of what this experience is. Stories are good for us. Stories are 
important. Every culture has them.

To reduce the play to a ghost story would presumably be doing it a disservice.

I think so. I don’t think that’s what this is about, this night. I think this is about an exchange of 
vulnerability between people. And because of that exchange, people become bonded. And at 
the end of the play when people are saying ‘are you gonna come back in’ – I mean she’s spilled 
her guts out to them. Yeah, I think she’s probably gonna come in regularly. Otherwise she’d die 
of loneliness, or possibly commit suicide, because that again would be a journey wouldn’t it… 

What are your foundations in terms of approaching a part?

Well muscle memory is crucial. I was cast about six months ago, so literally every day I would 
do what I had to do, then come home and work for six hours. It’s very precise, my approach, 
it’s a military exercise in making sure that prior to coming in to rehearsals the preparation 
has been done. It’s not written in stone, you can shift, but it’s having the dialogue absolutely 
encoded upon my DNA. So that I know that at any given time, no matter what happens, I’ll be 
able to get myself out of a situation, or help someone.

When I started out I was full of fear, and desperately trying to become an actor, and get those 
parts [where] I can show what I could do. Now, I don’t want to sound pretentious, but, it is all 
about the play. It’s about the director as well. But it’s about servicing the play.

How do you recognise that something is a great part?

I think once I start having an emotional journey. With me, something either lifts off the page or 
it doesn’t. But I don’t know. I don’t have the answer to that. It’s a magical thing, what makes 
something work. There are so many different factors involved.

Preparation is the key. And then you are relaxed enough in rehearsal . The thing is not to be 
feeling like you’re constantly playing catch-up with everyone else. You have to be able to bring 
something to the room. I would urge any actor or would-be actor to absolutely do as much 
work as you can.

If everyone’s done their prep, how does it work when you come to share that?

It’s the generosity, isn’t it? It’s like turning up on time. It’s showing people that you want to 
be there. It’s showing people that you care. It’s showing people that it’s not an ego thing, that 
you’re all in it together. After all there are five of you on that stage. I care about every single 
one of them, because without them we haven’t got a play, so it’s a very egalitarian experience. 
Everyone’s very generous to each other. Everyone’s extremely respectful of what each one of 
us can bring and you can tell just how much work people are doing during the day and at home. 
Yeah I know I sound like a real swot, but the stakes are too high!

So if I have a bad night onstage I can put it down to the fact that it’s an unquantifiable 
experience, you can’t control it, maybe you weren’t listening, maybe you were tired, maybe 
you just lost focus, but it wasn’t because it was lazy – and that’s the bottom line. That’s my 
approach – work your ass off.
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Spotlight on: David Skelly and Matt Day, the 
Donmar Carpenters

The Donmar Warehouse stages six productions every year, with each show opening just 
five days after the previous one has had its final performance. In that time, one set has 
to be dismantled and removed, and another constructed, at the same time as lighting, 
sound and other technical requirements of each production are installed. Crucial to this 
process are the Donmar’s carpenters, Master Carpenter David Skelly and his deputy Matt 
Day, who work, often through the night, to ensure that the stage is ready for the first 
preview of the new production. They also play a vital role throughout the run of each 
Donmar show, ensuring that the sets, props and technical aspects of each production are 
maintained.

Can you tell us a bit about your roles?

David: We take charge of looking after all aspects of staging at the Donmar Warehouse, 
which will involve anything from flying static sets, plumbing, all aspects of rigging, carpentry, 
construction. It’s quite a big broad brushstroke.

Matt: We also look after maintenance of props, and everything that comes in for the show. Any 
set dressing, and then working on the shows themselves – doing scene changes and such like.

When would you say you’re most active on a show?

David: We’re most active in what we call production week, [the week when one production 
finishes and another begins] and the week leading up to that –what we call pre-production 
week, which is where we’re preparing the building for both the outgoing and incoming show. 
From the final performance of the old show on Saturday night and taking the set out, to 
instating the new set on the Sunday right through really until press night, we’re pretty full on – 
we don’t have much of a life beyond the Donmar really!

Matt: We’re running twenty four hours a day really – we have a day crew and a night crew for 
the timescale to get things finished and get the set and everything finished for when the cast 
and director comes in.

Who in the creative team is your closest point of contact?

David: From our point of view I would say the Set Designer. But the unique thing about 
Donmar is we have to embrace every aspect of the creative side to get it right, to understand 
what the director for example is trying to achieve, as well as the lighting designer, sound 
designer etc. It’s just the nature of this building, and it’s quite unique I think.

Matt: And we’re also in daily contact with the Stage Management team, if they’ve got a prop 
that needs repair ready for rehearsals, anything along those lines – or we might build something 
for them for rehearsals.

It sounds like you have to be quite flexible and reactive.

Matt: Yeah!

Sp   tlight 
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David: But it’s enjoyable! It’s very varied, I’ve got to say I’ve been here ten years and it doesn’t 
feel like two. It’s because no two days are the same. If for example there isn’t something 
immediate for the production to do, we’ve got back-burner projects we get on with, improving 
the building, infrastructure, storage, so there’s always something going on, which is great.

What’s your favourite part of the job?

Matt: Probably the turnarounds [between one show and the next]. You’ve got one show 
finishing, you’ve only got so many hours to get one show out, repaint the back wall, re-rig all 
the lighting, then Dave and a fresh team come in Sunday morning to put the next set in. So 
you’re under a timescale…

It sounds like you’ve got to be at your quickest.

David: Oh yeah. But it’s good fun. Especially when you get it right.

I have watched one or two of the time-lapse set turnarounds – they’re quite amazing to 
watch.

David: Yeah. If anything, I think they make it look a bit too easy! Definitely production periods 
are the most fun. I think you derive more satisfaction from looking at something like this today 
and then by the end of next week we’ve got a completely brand new event in here. It’s quite a 
satisfying job in that sense.

Peter McDonald and Ardal 
O’Hanlon

To watch a time 
lapse video of 
the building 
of the set of 
TRELAWNY OF 
THE WELLS, 
click here.
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When you have to do a turnaround, how many people would that involve?

Matt: It depends on the size of the set. We always have a basic crew of eight and then if it’s a 
bigger show we can go up to twelve or fourteen.

David: JULIUS CAESAR was a big one. I think we had about 22 people in the space on the 
Saturday night.

Matt: If you start having too many more though, you’re in each other’s way.

David: The key is getting the get-out right. We have to start the get-in at 8 o’clock Sunday 
morning because once the shopping centre below the theatre opens, we can’t get any more 
scenery in. So if we don’t get the get out of the previous show on Saturday night right, we’ll 
run out of time. We’ve scraped it a few times! The sheer size of some of the sets, and trying to 
get them in a two-three hour time frame…

But the ambition is appreciated – you wouldn’t want it to be a black box…

David: No, that’s what’s great about it – the ambition of the designs.

Matt: Especially as the designs have started coming out into the auditorium now. So 
sometimes we’ll have a team repainting the auditorium at the same time as we’re building a 
set or taking one down.

What were your paths into these roles?

Matt: I was sort of born into theatre – my mum and dad were both involved in a couple of 
amateur dramatic companies in Chelmsford so I started through that way, and my Dad was 
the theatre manager in Chelmsford. Mum used to work in Box Office, so a family outing was 
us working! It was about the only way we could all get together. My brother’s gone down the 
same route and he’s now at the Savoy Theatre as deputy carpenter there.

David: I just sort of fell into it really. I got a crewing job at the Phoenix Theatre and just loved it. 
I think the fact that Derek Jacobi was playing Richard II and Richard III in rep probably helped, 
because I was completely blown away by him and also the production. I just really loved the 
idea of that stage side. So I started doing a lot of production work and really enjoyed it. And had 
a certain ability, or leaning towards it.

And how would you get into it now? Is it course-based, or training based?

David: I would honestly say it’s about [having] a touch of luck. Right place, right time. For 
example from my perspective I wouldn’t want to work on a long-running musical for eight to 
ten years. Certain people do. So it depends what you’re looking for.

Matt: If we do need crew then we’re phoning round the other theatres and you always prefer 
someone who’s recommended. Sometimes you’ll take a punt on someone who’s just dropped 
a CV off, and you’re either lucky or you’re not. But often it’s through word of mouth.

David: But good people are noted fairly quickly. If a young guy comes in and shows an 
aptitude, they’ll be dragged in. I would say for anyone who’s trying to get into it, it’s about 
tenacity, and sheer dogged determination – and if they’ve got an aptitude, it will be recognised. 
I think the electrics and sound would be more course based, definitely. But if you wanted to 
become a stage carpenter I think a lot of it would be tenacity, and just willingness to learn.

It feels like if someone’s good, their expertise is recognised.

David: Oh yeah. Very much so. And you really value those people. There are some highly 
skilled people knocking around the West End. And we tend to book most of them for our 
turnarounds!
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You mentioned watching Derek Jacobi in performance. I just wondered do you guys 
have a connection to performance onstage – have you ever been onstage?

David: Only when we have to be…

Matt: I have been in the past. I started with the amateur dramatics on that side until someone 
turned around and told me I looked better behind the scenery than in front of it.

David: Obviously we do have to go on occasionally.

Matt: In costume for doing scene changes. For BETRAYAL (2007) we were waiters…

David: In MARY STUART (2005), I was in a suit for carrying thrones on, stuff like that. For 
FROST/NIXON (2006) they had us in this garish 70s gear.

Have you ever been asked to do anything ridiculous?

David: The most ridiculous thing I’ve ever done is on HECUBA (2004), I had to get into a pair of 
swimming shorts, put a snorkel on, and hammer nails in underwater. That’s an absolute fact.

Matt: That and probably trying to get a car into here was quite something. There are some 
great photos of us trying to sort of post a car in through the dock door.

Are there any big highlights from the Donmar shows?

David: My favourite has to be taking KING LEAR to New York (2011). That was just stunning. It 
was a great moment. I just think what an amazing production that was.

Matt: Such a nice cast as well.

David: And to have witnessed one of the great actors of our time [Derek Jacobi] playing that 
role. It was a massive theatrical moment and I think we’re all a bit honoured to have been 
there.

Brian Cox
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Practical Exercise for use in 
the classroom

Have a look at the section of text below, which has been annotated by Assistant Director 
Oonagh Murphy. Oonagh has identified key questions that this extract of text throws up, 
including references to the geography of the stage and the surrounding area (in green), 
clarifications of the meaning of certain difficult phrases (in yellow), and questions or 
comments which help with the development of character (in blue).

Read through this text once or twice, and then move on to the un-annotated text on the 
next page.

Does Jack 
resist  
telling 
this  
story? 

Was Maura the last woman in their company?  

Maura Nealon’s house is where Valerie is 

currently staying. 

How far away is the house?  

From onstage, in which direction is the 

house? 

That’s how much 

sense you have.  

A story, yarn, 
fable—with a 
sense of  
mischief. 

Would you refer to this place onstage? 

Jim seems to have 

a command of 

local history and 

facts. This could 

be a useful  

character trait.  

Exclamation—’Jesus’ 

Decent, sound. 
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After you have looked at the highlighted text on the previous page, look at the extract 
below. Working in groups, read through the text, and then follow the steps below.

VALERIE Oh, well I was getting the history of the place and everything today.

JACK  ‘The history of the place.’ You were probably making it all up on the 
spot, were you?

FINBAR  Yeah, I was, yeah. That’s why all them photographs are fake. I had them 
done years ago just to fool Valerie, tonight.

VALERIE (going to the photographs). Oh right. That’s all around here, is it?

FINBAR  (going to the photographs). That’s the weir. When was that taken, 
Brendan?

BRENDAN Eh, that’s 1951.

FINBAR  1951. The weir, the river, the weir em is to regulate the water for 
generating power for the area and for Carrick as well. (To BRENDAN.) 
That’s your dad there.

BRENDAN Yeah. I think your dad’s in it too.

FINBAR  Oh he is! Valerie, look at this. That’s Big Finbar now. And that’s 
Brendan’s father, Paddy Byrne. This was when the ESB opened it. Big 
thing around here, Brendan.

BRENDAN Oh yeah.

VALERIE (to FINBAR). You look like your father. (To BRENDAN.) You don’t.

FINBAR  He’s like his mother. He’s like the Mangans. Now … Who would you say 
that is there. In the shorts.

VALERIE Is it you?

FINBAR  Would you go on? The big fucking head on that yoke! Excuse the 
language. That’s Jack.

VALERIE Oh my God! How old were you there, Jack?

JACK Em. Oh I was about seven.

VALERIE I wouldn’t have said that was you.

FINBAR  You must be joking, you’d spot that big mutton head anywhere. The 
photographer nearly had to ask him to go home, there wasn’t going to 
be room in the picture. Isn’t that right Jack?

Q1    Once you have read through the text, take a moment to discuss the extract 
in groups. 

What impression do you get of each character? Write down as many things as you 
can that you learn from this extract about the characters or the world of the play. 
These could be solid facts, but might also be impressions or ideas that are more 
about the tone of the extract. Highlight in yellow any words or phrases that do not 
immediately make sense. As a group, try to work out what these might mean.
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Q2    Work through the text for a second time. 

This time, focus on the geography of the extract. Highlight in green any references to 
places or items in the space that the characters refer to. This will allow you to begin 
to build up a picture of where things are in the space, but also to get a sense of the 
world beyond the stage. Try and highlight as many things as you can.

Q3    Working through the text again, this time highlight in blue any facts which 
tell us about the characters on stage. Include anything that they say about 
themselves or each other, as well as anything which gives us information 
about their past. What do you learn about each character from this extract? 
Also, try and build up a picture from this extract of what the relationships 
between the characters are. How long has Jack known Finbar, for 
example?

Q4    Finally, go through the text once more and note any questions that are 
unanswered in the text. 

In your group, decide on what the answers to these questions might be – if there’s no 
evidence in the text, make a decision yourself.

Q5    With your newly annotated text, have a go at performing the extract, 
making use of all your notes. 

How does your new understanding of the world of the play impact on your 
performances, and the way that you use the space?

Peter McDonald
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Bibliography and 
suggestions for further 
reading:

Other work by Conor McPherson includes:

Conor McPherson, Plays One (2011). Includes Rum and Vodka, The Good Thief, The Lime Tree 
Bower, Saint Nicholas.

Conor McPherson, Plays Two (2004). Includes The Weir, Dublin Carol, Port Authority, Come on 
over.

Conor McPherson, Plays Three (2013). Includes Shining City, The Seafarer, The Birds, The Veil, 
The Dance of Death. 

Conor McPherson, I Went Down [screenplay], (1997).

Other plays that may be of interest include:

James Joyce, Exiles (1918). Nick Hern Books, London (2006 edition)

Billy Roche, The Wexford Trilogy (2000).

Each of the collections of McPherson’s plays, as well as the 2006 edition of Exiles, contain 
introductions by Conor McPherson

Texts that were used for research by the company include:

Diarmaid Ferritear, The Transformation of Ireland 1900-2000 (2005).

W.B. Yeats, Fairy and Folk Tales of the Irish Peasantry (1888).

Colm O’ Regan, Isn’t It Well For Ye?: The Book of Irish Mammies (2012).

Fintan O’ Toole, A History of Ireland in 100 Objects (2013).
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The Donmar Warehouse is an intimate 
not for profit 251 seat theatre located 
in the heart of London’s West End. 
Since 1992, under the Artistic Direction 
of Sam Mendes, Michael Grandage, 
and now Josie Rourke, the theatre 
has presented some of London’s most 
memorable theatrical experiences and 
has garnered critical acclaim at home 
and abroad. With a diverse artistic 
policy that includes new writing, 
contemporary reappraising of European 
classics, British and American drama 
and musical theatre, the Donmar 
has created a reputation for artistic 
excellence over the last 19 years and 
has won 43 Olivier Awards, 26 Critics’ 
Circle Awards, 27 Evening Standard 
Awards, two South Bank Awards and 
20 Tony Awards from ten Broadway 
productions. Alongside the Donmar’s 
productions, we offer a programme 
of Education events, which includes 
subsidised tickets, introductory 
workshops and post show discussions, 
as well as special projects which give 
young people an opportunity to involve 
themselves more closely in the work of 
the theatre.

About the Donmar Warehouse

For more information about the Donmar’s 
education activities, please contact:

Education Department 
Donmar Warehouse 
41 Earlham Street 
London WC2H 9LX 
T: 020 7845 5822 
F: 020 7240 4878

W: www.donmarwarehouse.com/discover

http://www.donmarwarehouse.com/discover

	Introduction
	Section 1: 
	Background to 
THE WEIR
	Quiet Electricity: An introduction to THE WEIR


	Section 2: 
	The Donmar’s Production
	Cast and Creative Team

	Rehearsal 
Diary
	A conversation with Tom Scutt, Designer
	A conversation with Dervla Kirwan, playing Valerie


	Section 3: 
	Resources
	Spotlight on: David Skelly and Matt Day, the Donmar Carpenters
	Practical Exercise for use in the classroom
	Bibliography and suggestions for further reading:
	About the Donmar Warehouse



	Button 89: 
	Page 2: Off
	Page 31: Off

	Button 90: 
	Page 2: Off
	Page 31: Off

	Button 108: 
	Page 4: Off
	Page 91: Off

	Button 109: 
	Page 4: Off
	Page 91: Off

	Button 104: 
	Page 5: Off
	Page 61: Off
	Page 72: Off
	Page 83: Off
	Page 104: Off
	Page 115: Off
	Page 126: Off
	Page 137: Off
	Page 148: Off
	Page 159: Off
	Page 1610: Off
	Page 1711: Off
	Page 1812: Off
	Page 1913: Off
	Page 2014: Off
	Page 2115: Off
	Page 2216: Off
	Page 2317: Off
	Page 2418: Off

	Button 105: 
	Page 5: Off
	Page 61: Off
	Page 72: Off
	Page 83: Off
	Page 104: Off
	Page 115: Off
	Page 126: Off
	Page 137: Off
	Page 148: Off
	Page 159: Off
	Page 1610: Off
	Page 1711: Off
	Page 1812: Off
	Page 1913: Off
	Page 2014: Off
	Page 2115: Off
	Page 2216: Off
	Page 2317: Off
	Page 2418: Off

	Button 106: 
	Page 16: Off
	Page 171: Off
	Page 182: Off
	Page 193: Off
	Page 204: Off
	Page 215: Off

	Button 107: 
	Page 16: Off
	Page 171: Off
	Page 182: Off
	Page 193: Off
	Page 204: Off
	Page 215: Off

	Button 17: 
	Page 25: Off
	Page 341: Off

	Button 18: 
	Page 25: Off
	Page 341: Off

	Button 13: 
	Page 26: Off
	Page 271: Off
	Page 282: Off
	Page 293: Off
	Page 304: Off
	Page 315: Off
	Page 326: Off
	Page 337: Off

	Button 14: 
	Page 26: Off
	Page 271: Off
	Page 282: Off
	Page 293: Off
	Page 304: Off
	Page 315: Off
	Page 326: Off
	Page 337: Off

	Button 15: 
	Page 33: Off

	Button 16: 
	Page 33: Off



