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There’s more to Roald Dahl than great stories . . . .
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The Roald Dahl Foundation supports specialist paediatric
Roald Dahl nurses throughout the UK caring for children with
epilepsy, blood disorders and acquired brain injury. It also
provides practical help for children with brain, blood and
literacy problems — all causes close to Roald Dahl during his
lifetime — through grants to UK hospitals and charities as well
as to individual children and their families.
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Museum, intended to inspire a love of reading and writing, is
his unique archive of letters and manuscripts. As well as two
fun-packed biographical galleries, the Museum boasts an
interactive Story Centre. It is a place for the family, teachers
and their pupils to explore the exciting world of creativity and
literacy.
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THE WITCHES

The Witches was first performed at the Lyceum Theatre, Sheffield on 8th
October 1992 and on tour, including a West End season for Christmas at
the Duke of York’s Theatre. The play was presented by James Woods and
Justin Savage for Clarion Productions, with the following cast:

Boy Karen Briffett
Grandmother Janet Whiteside
Display Witch/Witch One/Voice of Maid Caroline High
Lawyer/Hotel Doorman/Head Waiter Terence Frisch
Sailor/Doctor/Mr Jenkins/Head Chef Eric Potts
Nurse/Waitress Emma Jay
Tree-House Witch/Mrs Jenkins/Witch Two Susannah Bray
Bruno Jenkins/Frog/Second Chef Adam Stafford
Grand High Witch Dorothy Ann Gould
Waiter Kenneth Collard

The Witches at the Annual General Meeting were recruited locally at
each theatre

Director David Wood
Designer Susie Caulcutt
Illusions Paul Kieve
Lighting Designer Simon Courtenay-Taylor
Movement Sheila Falconer
Music Composer and Supervisor Peter Pontzen
Musical Director CIiff Atkinson
Puppets John Thirtle

Sound Designer Mike Furness
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Cast of Characters with Suggested Doubling

Companies with more actors available need not use these doubling
suggestions. It would, however, be difficult to perform the play with less
than ten principal actors.

Actor 1 Boy

Actor 2 Grandmother

Actor 3 Display Witch/Witch One/Voice of Maid
Actor 4 Lawyer/Hotel Doorman/Head Waiter

Actor 5 Sailor/Doctor/Mr Jenkins/Head Chef
Actor 6 Tree-House Witch/ Mrs Jenkins/Witch Two

Actor 7 Bruno Jenkins/Frog/Second Chef
Actor 8 Grand High Witch
Actor 9 Nurse/Waitress

Actor 10 Waiter/Puppeteer

Fifteen or so Witches (no individual lines)
Three or Four Diners in the Restaurant (can be doubled by Witches)
A Musician
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INTRODUCTION

Adapting The Witches for the stage was quite a challenge! Although the
story is a marvellously theatrical one, the effects required to make its
magical content convincing were somewhat daunting.

For the original production we employed the skills of an illusionist and
a puppeteer, and companies contemplating their own productions are
advised to do the same.

Unfortunately the rules of the Magic Circle make it impossible to
disclose the secrets we employed, but I hope this will not prevent
companies finding their own solutions.

WhatI can say is that it was necessary for our designer to work closely
with the illusionist and puppeteer to create a set which, while looking
innocent, incorporated the furniture and props necessary to achieve the
illusions. This prevented the production looking like a magic show!

1 can assure prospective producers that the effort required to stage this
play will be worthwhile. The effect of this dramatic tale on audiences of
all ages was truly memorable.

David Wood
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Other plays and musicals by David Wood
published by Samuel French Ltd:
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Pienkowski)
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Enid Blyton)
Mother Goose’s Golden Christmas
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Nutcracker Sweet
OId Father Time
Old Mother Hubbard
The Owl and the Pussycat went to See ... (co-written with
Sheila Ruskin)
The Papertown Paperchase
The Plotters of Cabbage Patch Corner
Robin Hood (co-written with Dave and Toni Arthur)
Save the Human (based on the story by Tony Husband and
David Wood)
The See-Saw Tree
The Selfish Shellfish
There Was An Old Woman ...
Tickle (one act)
The Witches (based on the book by Roald Dahl)

By Janet Grant and David Wood
published by Faber & Faber
Theatre for Children — Guide to Writing, Adapting,
Directing and Acting
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SYNOPSIS OF SCENES

ACTI
Grandmother’s Parlour (Norway)
A Ship’s Rail
The Tree-House
The Exterior of the Entrance to the Hotel Magnificent
The Hotel Ballroom

ACTII
Comer of Ballroom (Giant-Scale)
Two Giant Steps
Grandmother’s Hotel Bedroom
Under the Grand High Witch’s Bed (Giant-Scale)
The Hotel Restaurant
The Hotel Kitchen
The Hotel Restaurant
Grandmother’s Parlour (Norway)

The action of the play takes place in Norway, at sea and in England, in
particular at the Hotel Magnificent, Bournemouth



For Pookie, who is
anything but a witch
and everything to me



ACTI

As the House Lights go down, the gentle purr of a car engine is heard. The
volume increases to an engine roar as the CURTAIN rises on a darkened
stage

A sudden screech of brakes. A crash
A single Light picks out Boy, downstage

Boy Christmas holidays. Winter sunshine. Happy. North of Oslo. Papa
driving. Mama beside him. Me in the back. Icy road. Skidding, sliding,
out of control. Off the road. Tumbling. Into a rocky ravine. (He calls)
Mama! Papa! No!

He turns and runs to Grandmother’s parlour

There is an easy chair, a small table with a lamp. This all creates a cosy
atmosphere. Grandmother is waiting. She enfolds Boy in her arms. She
comforts him as he sobs

Grandmother Sob your heart out, darling Boy. Grandmamma’s here.

Boy What are we going to do now?

Grandmother You will stay here with me. And I will look after you.

Boy Aren’t I going back to England?

Grandmother No. I could never do that. Heaven shall take my soul, but
Norway shall keep my bones.



2 The Witches
They continue hugging. Grandmother turns to the audience

As the days passed, time began to heal the hurt.
She leads Boy to her chair. She sits. He kneels at her feet. A clock ticks

Each evening I told him stories of summer holidays when I was young.
(To Boy) We used to row out in a boat and wave to the shrimpboats on
their way home. They would stop and give us a handful of shrimps each,
still warm from having just been cooked. We peeled them and gobbled
them up. The head was the best part.

Boy looks interested

Boy The head?

Grandmother Yousqueeze it between your teeth and suck out the inside.
(She demonstrates with relish ) It’s marvellous.

Boy Ugggggh! It’s horrible!

He is enjoying the horror

Grandmother (lighting a thin black cigar ) Horrible things can be
exciting, Boy. Take ... witches.

Boy Witches? With silly black hats and black cloaks riding on broom-
sticks.

Grandmother No. They re for fairy-tales. Very tame. I'm talking of real
witches.

Boy Real witches?

Grandmother Real witches dress in ordinary clothes and look very much
like ordinary women. That’s why they’re so hard to catch.

Boy But why should we want to catch them?

Grandmother Because, my darling Boy, they are evil. They hate
children. They get the same pleasure from squelching a child as you get
from eating a plateful of strawberries and thick cream.

Boy Squelching?

Grandmother She chooses a victim, softly stalks it. Closer and closer,
then... phwisst! ... she swoops. Sparks fly. Flames leap. Oil boils. Rats
howl. Skin shrivels and the child disappears. Squelched.

Boy Disappears?



Actl 3

Grandmother Not always. Sometimes the child is transformed into
something else. Like little Birgit Svenson who lived across the road
from us. One day she started growing feathers all over her body. Within
amonth she had turned into a large white chicken. Her parents kept her
for years in a pen in the garden. She even laid eggs.

Boy What colour eggs?

Grandmother Brown ones. Biggest eggs I've ever seen. Her mother
made omelettes out of them. Delicious they were.

Boy Are you being truthful, Grandmamma? Really and truly truthful? Not
pulling my leg.

Grandmother My darling Boy, you won’t last long in this world if you
don’t know how to spot a witch when you see one.

Boy Then tell me. Please!

Grandmother takes a large tome from the table and opens it to show Boy
a picture

Music. As Grandmother finds the page, the Display Witch is seen. She is
isolated in a pool of light and looks like an ordinary woman

(Looking at the book) She doesn’t look like a witch.

Grandmother Of course not. If witches looked like witches we could
round them all up and put them in the meat-grinder. But look, there’s a
clue. She’s wearing gloves.

Boy Mama used to wear gloves.

Grandmother Not in the summer, when it’s hot. Not in the house. A
witch does.

Boy Why?

Grandmother Because she doesn’t have fingernails.

The Display Witch, almost in choreographed slow motion, removes a
glove

She has thin, curvy claws, like a cat.

The Display Witch gestures threateningly with her claws

Boy Uggggh!
Grandmother Second clue. She wears a wig. A real witch is always bald.



4 The Witches

The Display Witch removes her wig revealing a bald head
Not a single hair grows on her head

Boy Horrid.
Grandmother Disgusting.

The Display Witch begins to scratch her bald head

And the wig gives her nasty sores on the head. Wig-rash, it’s called. And
it doesn’t half itch.

Boy What else, Grandmamma?

Grandmother Big nose-holes.

The Display Witch raises her head and flares her nostrils

Boy What for?

Grandmother To sniff out the stink-waves of children.

Boy Idon’t give out stink-waves, do I?

Grandmother Nottome, youdon’t. Tome you smell like raspberries and
cream. But to a witch you smell — all children smell — like fresh dogs’
droppings.

Boy Dogs’ droppings? I don’t believe it.

Grandmother So, if you see a woman holding her nose as she passes you
in the street, that woman could easily be a witch. Now, look at her feet.

Boy Nothing special about them.

Grandmother Wrong. She has no toes.

The Display Witch takes off a shoe revealing a stockinged stub

Boy Uggggh!
Grandmother And last but not least, a witch has blue spit.

The Display Witch smiles for the first time, revealing a haze of blue teeth.
She cackles menacingly and disappears as the Lights fade on the Display
Witch

Grandmother closes the book



Actl 5

So, my darling Boy, now you know.
Boy leaves Grandmother and comes downstage
Boy Next day talk of witches was forgotten. A man came.
The Lawyer enters, with a briefcase, and holding a document

Something to do with my parents’ will.

Lawyer (fo Grandmother ) They insist the boy continues his education in
England. After all, he was born there.

Grandmother Very well.

Boy enters the scene

Boy Grandmamma, you can’t send me away!

Grandmother Of course not. I'll come to England too.

Boy But you don’t want to go. You said so.

Grandmother Itisimportant to respect the wishes of the parents. (To the
Lawyer) Is it not?

Lawyer I’m sorry, madam.

Grandmother Term begins soon. No time to waste.

The Lights fade as the scene clears. A ship’ s hooter fills the air, followed
by seagulls’ cries and the sound of the sea

The Lights come up on a ship’s rail. Boy and Grandmother, wearing
topcoats, lean on the rail

Boy Is that England, Grandmamma?
Grandmother The docks of Newcastle, yes. Not the most romantic of
landing places.

A Sailor enters and passes through the scene
Boy Grandmamma...

Grandmother Yes?
Boy Are there any witches in England?



6 The Witches

Grandmother Of course. Every country has its own Secret Society of
Witches.

Boy I’m sure I won’t meet one.

Grandmother I sincerely hope you won’t. English witches are probably
the most vicious in the whole world.

Boy What do they do?

Grandmother Their favourite ruse is to mix up a powder that turns a child
into a creature all the grown-ups hate.

Boy Such as?

Grandmother A slug. Then the grown-ups step on the slug and squish
it without knowing it’s a child, their child maybe.

Boy That’s awful.

Grandmother That’s English witches for you.

Boy These ... Societies of Witches. Do they have meetings? Like our
Chess Society at school?

Grandmother They have an annual meeting, attended by the Grand High
Witch of all the World.

Boy Grand High Witch? Who’s she?

The Sailor passes through again
Sailor (shouting ) Prepare for disembarcation if you please.
Grandmother ushers Boy away

Grandmother Come on!
Boy But, Grandmamma...

Grandmother exits

As the scene clears, Boy steps forward
Soon life was back to sort of normal. We lived in our old house and I
went back to school. One Saturday afternoon, when my friend Timmy
was in bed with ’flu, I decided to do some work on the tree-house we

were building at the bottom of the garden ...

The Lights come up on the tree-house. Birdsong. Boy climbs up and starts
nailing a plank



Actl 7

Sinister music as the Tree-House Witch enters. She sniffs, her nostrils
flared. She traces the scent, looking up to Boy, who works on, unaware.
The birdsong stops

Tension mounts as the Witch slowly starts to climb the steps to the tree-
house

Boy is still hammering the nail. Just as it seems the Tree-House Witch
might reach him, he accidentally drops the hammer with a clatter. The
Tree-House Witch retreats a little

Boydescends to fetch his hammer. He picks it up, turns, and suddenly sees
the Witch. He stops

Witch (waving a gloved hand ) Hallo, boy.
She smiles a blue smile

Don’t be shy. I have a present for you.
Boy, nervous, starts to climb the steps

Come down out of that tree, boy, and I shall give you the most exciting
present you’ve ever had.

Still looking up at Boy, she produces, perhaps from her handbag, a thin
green snake. It coils itself round her forearm

If you come down here, I shall give him to you.
Boy, almost mesmerised by the snake, descends and approaches

It’s tame. Come stroke him.
Boy goes to stroke the snake. Suddenly the Tree-House Witch grabs Boy
by the arm. A struggle ensues. Then Boy stamps on the Tree-House

Witch’s foot. She screams with frustration as Boy climbs back up to the
tree-house to hide
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