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HETTY FEATHER 

Hello and welcome to these pre-show notes for Hetty Feather, adapted for the 

stage from the popular book by Jacqueline Wilson, and directed by Sally 

Cookson.  This production is currently on tour after a successful West End 

run, but it was originally devised for the Rose Theatre, so you could say it’s 

coming home for a visit. 

The audio described performance at the Rose Theatre will be on Friday 

February 26th. There will be a touch tour at 4 o’clock, to give you a chance to 

get up on stage, handle some props and hopefully meet some of the actors, 

and these notes will be delivered live over the headsets at 5.15 with any 

changes, so you can refresh your memory and also check that your headset’s 

working well.    

The show itself begins at half past five, and lasts for approximately two hours 

and twenty minutes, including one twenty-minute interval.  My name’s Jane 

Brambley, and I’ll be delivering the description. 

In the printed programme,  Emma Reeves, who adapted the book for the 

stage, explains how the play was put together over five weeks, with the 

actors, director, designer and musicians all working together and 

experimenting until they arrived at the show you’ll see at the Rose. 

 In the story, Hetty loves the circus, and the creative team picked up on this to 

devise a circus-based set, which demands plenty of agility and gymnastic 

skills from the small cast. The story moves along at breakneck speed, and all 

the actors except Hetty play several different parts, with men often pretending 

to be women – or even horses!  

 In one specially imaginative scene, a glamorous circus performer is 

supposed to ride three horses round the ring. The three men playing horses 

caper and stamp, while she sits far above them in a suspended hoop – so it’s 

not strictly realistic, but it is exciting, and the audience just goes with the flow.     

As we enter the auditorium, we are faced with a set that has all the glamour 

and tat of a travelling circus.     
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The floor of the wide stage at the Rose is painted black, and in the centre is a 

large circular platform, ring about 30 cm high. This platform is about eight 

metres across. It is made of pale wood, and the short planks are laid out in a 

decorative pattern called parquet. The platform acts as a circus ring – the 

circular arena traditionally used by travelling circuses.    

Hanging about three metres above it, in the centre, is a large yellow hoop, 

hanging vertically. It’s suspended by two long yellow ropes from an overhead 

frame. 

This frame is about 10m above the stage and is supported by four long 

ladders, two at each side of the stage. Two of these ladders are closer to us, 

and two further away towards the back. The ladders are attached to each 

other by long metal poles, rather like scaffolding. Both the ladders and the 

frame are painted dark red. 

As the lighting changes during the story, these ladders cast symmetrical criss-

cross shadows across the stage. 

Colourful children’s clothes are pegged on washing lines which hang down in 

arcs from the top of the overhead frame to the side of the stage, one on the 

left and one on the right. Four strings of white lights, two on each side, also  

loop down from the frame to the sides of the stage, giving the arena a festive 

look. 

Four lengths of bright red coloured cloth hang down from the frame over the 

stage, two at each side of the yellow  hoop. They are tied to the ladders, so 

that each length of cloth forms an arc as it hangs down from above. The 

lengths of red cloth are gathered, so they look like thick lengths of rope. There 

are also two white ropes which hang down from above, one on each side.   

Because Hetty Feather is what is known as physical theatre – a type of 

theatre where the way the human body is used is central to the play - the 

ropes and lengths of cloth are sometimes used by the characters to represent 

different locations, such as a scene which is set high up in some trees. During 

these scenes, the characters loop the lengths of cloth into slings, and sit on 

them, or swing down on the ropes. 



3	  
	  

	  

When the story moves to different locations such as Hetty’s home or a 

Foundlings Hospital, various props such as step ladders and planks are 

placed to represent the locations. 

To the left of the stage is a collection of musical instruments including a drum 

kit, a xylophone and a collection of percussion instruments laid out on a 

wooden crate. All the music in Hetty Feather is played live by two musicians. 

They also play guitar, and are sometimes joined by a character from the play. 

These two musicians are the first people we meet, as they walk up through 

the auditorium to the stage. They’re both men, colourfully  dressed in long 

black tailcoats over blue-and-white striped tee-shirts,  with red neckerchiefs 

around their necks and black hats which look a bit like short top hats on their 

heads. They wear wide cream-coloured trousers cut off above the ankle, and 

brown leather ankle boots on their feet. The shorter, bearded, musician plays 

an accordion, and the taller one plays a guitar. 

The main character in the story is of course, Hetty Feather, played by Phoebe 

Thomas. She is fresh-faced, with long flowing red hair, and she wears a 

onesie,  with  red-and-white striped leggings and red-and-white striped long 

sleeves, with an all-in-one white short-sleeved tunic and shorts over it. On her 

feet are black ankle boots. When Hetty talks to us, she is often perched inside 

the hoop that hangs above the stage. 

All the other characters in the story are similarly dressed in red and white 

striped outfits, and they play lots of  minor characters, such as mothers or 

children at the foundlings hospital. When they play these characters, they 

sometimes wear different clothing over the top of their outfits, such as 

checked jackets and short trousers, and also different coloured bowler hats. 

Some characters also wear pantaloon trousers, waistcoats and dungarees I  

Matt Costain plays two characters: Hetty’s foster brother Jem, and Matron 

Bottomly, who is in charge of the foundlings hospital. As Jem, he wears a 

checked jacket and shorts and has a warm, kindly expression. As Matron 

Bottomly, he appears wearing a nurse’s cap, and a white apron over a long 

black skirt,  and is very stern looking, never smiling. 
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The characters of Peg and Ida are played by Sarah Goddard. Peg is Hetty’s 

foster mother, and appears in a brown waistcoat with a white apron over a 

long green skirt. Ida is a servant at the Foundlings Hospital. She wears a light 

brown skirt beneath a white pinafore. Both women’s hair is brown with a long 

thick plait, 

 Nikki Warwick plays the glamorous circus performer Madame Adeline. She 

has long fiery red hair and wears a scarlet corset over her green-and-white 

striped outfit. Madame Adeline has a way of curling up inside the hoop – her 

back curved against one side of it, her feet braced against the other side. 

Hetty’s two other foster brothers are Gideon, played by Mark Kane, and Saul, 

played by Nik Howden. Saul has to use a crutch under one arm in order to 

walk, and you might hear his crutch banging along the ground. 

Even though they are playing the characters of younger people, all the actors 

are older, mostly in their twenties. When Hetty and Gideon are babies, they 

are represented by small bundles, and the actors who play them when they 

are older stand beside the bundles, and speak, or cry, for them. 

The actors also perform a variety of minor roles, such as people in the street. 

At these points in the story, I will call them “characters” and tell you what they 

are doing. 

Finally, here’s a quick reminder of the creative team who made the stage 

show happen. 

The original book was written by Penelope Wilson, and is adapted for the 

stage by Emma Reeves.  

The set is designed by Katie Sykes, and the music composed by Beni Bower.  

Hetty Feather  is directed by Sally Cookson.  

That’s the end of the pre-show notes for Hetty Feather. I hope to meet you at 

the audio described performance on the 26th.  Goodbye.  

 

 

 


