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Judith Werner: Two pals digging into a grave and the 
question of animal rights – two ingredients that don’t call 
immediately for a comedy play. (At least, a German 
theatre maker would think so.) Is it the infamous British 
black humor that led you to this set-up for „Raising Martha“ ? Or in other words: What made you bring 
vegetarianism and tomb robbing together? 
 
David Spicer: That’s a very good question, to which the very good answer is; it wasn’t me who decided to 
bring vegetarianism and tomb-robbing together, it actually happened. In 2004 a group of animal rights 
campaigners, here in the UK, dug up the remains of the mother of the owners of a farm that was breeding 
animals for vivisection and held her to ransom, in an attempt to get her sons to close their farm and liberate 
the animals. I happened to read the story in the paper one day and that was it: I had an opening scene of a 
play.   
At the time that was all I knew, both about the play and the real-life story that inspired it and I was careful 
not to do any research about what had actually happened as I wasn’t interested in writing a factual 
account. And I have to quickly say here that from what I’ve subsequently learned, nothing else in my play 
corresponds with reality. It was simply a springboard for my imagination. 
You’re quite right that it is a very dark opening to a comedy but what struck me immediately was its 
absurdity. One the one hand you have a pair of exhausted, angry humans, digging up dead bones for the 
cause of living animals. And on the other hand you have another pair of  humans who don’t care anything 
about living animals but get all sentimental about dead bones. 
I think that’s kind of funny. 
 
JW: You wrote comedies for BBC radio as well as TV comedy series. How is this work different to writing 
a play for the theatre stage? Are there any clear challenges and/or advantages either in the process of 
writing as well as in choosing the overall subject? 
 
DS: The first and most obvious difference for me is the audience. Because people sitting alone, watching TV 
or listening to the radio, have a totally different experience to people in a theatre, who are sharing a live 
piece of work with the actors. We know it’s not real and so we can push it a bit. Heighten the language, 
stretch the characters into slightly grotesque shapes and make the world ‘theatrical’ for a couple of hours. 
I’d like to think there are moments of mad surrealism in Raising Martha that work because they are 
happening live, in a way that wouldn’t be effective on TV and radio.  
On a purely technical level, a huge difference in writing an afternoon play for BBC Radio 4 to writing a stage 
play is that the BBC give you exactly 45 minutes to tell your story. Not 42 minutes or 47, but 45 exactly. And 
it’s a tough discipline. I compare it to flying off on holiday with an budget airline that has a strict baggage 
allowance. “You can only take this much and not one gram more!” So, you have to lay out all the story you 
want to tell and then see how much you can fit into the space allowed. You always have to make tough 
choices about what you leave behind. The most important part of the radio process is not the writing, it’s 
the editing. But writing for the stage, you can write as much as the story will take. You can start the story 
at the beginning and carry on until you reach the end...or until the actors beg you to stop. 
It’s very liberating. 
The other nerve-wracking thing for a theatre writer is the immediacy of the feedback. An audience lets you 
know what it thinks of your work and if you’ve written something that you’re calling a comedy, then it had 
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better be bloody funny otherwise you have to sit there and listen to the silence – which is the worse sound 
to hear in a theatre. 
 
 
JW: How does someone become a comedy writer? Was it the typical goofy boy in school, that made a 
living out of his witty temper or did you take a totally different road? And by the way: what did your 
parents say, when you decided not to go into law, teaching or any other more down-to-earth-
profession? 
 
DS: I think I’m a comedy writer because I’ve never discovered that I have much of a talent being for anything 
else. I don’t know if this makes me very lucky or very unlucky but it has made me single-minded. Which has 
been an enormous help.  
And I think that’s the only advice I’d think to give anyone wanting to write for a living. Don’t talk about it, 
write it. And don't give up. 
I’ve always enjoyed what I do and I’ve never found it ‘difficult’, as such. It is hard work, some days it comes 
easier than others; sometimes you need to be patient and always  you need to be disciplined.  But I do get to 
laugh a lot with a lot of fabulously talented people, which for me makes it the best job in the world. 
My dad wanted me to be a postman. 
 
 
JW: Preparing for the upcoming premiere we found out, that the location where all the froggy action 
happens, a village called Upton Snodsbury, really does exist. Did you choose the place on purpose? Do 
you hate/love Worcestershire that much as to make it a necrophiliac crime scene? 
 
DS: Actually, I didn’t choose the place and would like to state for the record that I have no feelings one way 
or the other about Worcestershire.  
The brilliant translator of Raising Martha, Adina Stern, asked if she could set it there as I think she liked the 
sound of Upton Snodsbury, which I agree does sound splendidly English. However, weirdly enough, it sounds 
too comedic in English to work in an English comedy. Names and places are very important. And possibly in 
the way that somewhere like Schmedeswurtherwesterdeich (a real place in Schleswig-Holstein) or 
Tauberbischofsheim (a city in Baden-Württemberg) might raise a laugh with a non-German audience, a 
German audience might find them too contrived to be funny.  
However, I was very happy to trust Adina to place the play where she thought it works best. 
I set the play in Lincolnshire, (which isn't where the real life events that inspired it happened) and one of 
the characters lives in a place called St Neots, which is a real place, a sort of rural-but-posh town where 
Theresa May might live and which also sounds funny to my English ear. 
The real point, that Adina realised, is that for all its dark, comic absurdity, the play is set in a real location 
in a rural area of my real country. 
 
 
JW: As one googles „David Spicer“, Wikipedia names 7 entries. Among them are a rugby player and a 
dead organist. If you weren’t the David Spicer you are (as Wiki states it: "writer of the BBC Radio 
series Double Income, No Kids Yet“) – what would be the imaginative life you’d prefer? 
 
DS: I think being a rugby player with a massive organ sounds pretty good to me. 
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