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All by John Constable, c. 40 years 
later and 20 miles to the south-
east, but comparatively little 
would have changed since 1759



Resources
• NT web page: https://www.nationaltheatre.org.uk/shows/the-welkin 
• Accent: we are trying for a gentle Suffolk accent, that we can all 

coalesce around. We need to avoid “ooooh, aaargh”. Youtube has one 
prominent male (the Suffolk Squitter) and one prominent female (Bee 
Blackbriar). Go for their ‘normal’ local accent rather than their 
explorations of individual words.  
• Daily life: at this time and in this part of the world conditions have 

progressed from “nasty, brutish and short” lives, but not by much. A 
Suffolk farm labourer could expect something like 12 old pence per 
day, and to have to work irregularly during the year. Three-quarters of 
the family budget would go on food and beer, and food essentially 
meant bread and potatoes. Meat and dairy products were eaten, but in 
no great quantity.

https://www.nationaltheatre.org.uk/shows/the-welkin


Resources, 2
• Houses: were probably heated by scavenged-wood fires, 

candle-lit and pretty rackety if the Constable paintings are 
anything to go by. Spare money, if such there was, would 
probably have gone on clothing, but illness or accident would 
have dented the family income. 
• Crime, punishment and justice: in this society human life was 

cheap. Lizzie Luke (p. 17) mentions the Black Acts, under 
which landowners and the wealthy criminalised and made a 
capital offence of theft, robbery and damage to property. 
Hangings became relatively common from the 1720s. The local 
newspaper for Bury St. Edmunds for 4 April 1787 listed TEN 
death sentences for relatively unimportant thefts



Medicine and 
healing
The first male obstetricians established 
themselves in London in the 1740s. The 
first treatise on midwifery was published 
in 1752. The ‘science of medicine’ was 
progressing from sure foundations. On 
the other hand, other belief systems 
were established in the towns and 
(especially) the countryside. The ‘healer’ 
was more reliant on bleeding (Lizzie is 
called a ‘blood letter’, p.51) and 
distinctly pre-modern remedies (Lizzie’s 
plaster of motherwort and ‘rubbing’, p.
36). This is another of the stark contrasts 
in the play: between traditional and 
modern; male and female; religion and 
superstition.

18th century forceps – made of wood wrapped in natural 
leather and probably coated with pig lard



Halley’s comet
Edmund Halley was the first to recognise 
that the comet which he had seen in 1682 
was probably the same as that seen in 
1531, which probably also the same as 
that seen in 1607. In 1705, he predicted 
that this comet would return in 1758. He 
did not quite have the information we 
have today on the gravitational attraction 
of the planets, hence Sally and Lizzie are 
still waiting in March 1759 for it to 
appear. Poor Halley died in 1742 and did 
not get to see the comet a second time. 



Costume
• 18th century women’s attire was layered: https://

www.youtube.com/watch?v=nUmO7rBMdoU 
• Colours: the first synthetic dyes were not discovered until 100 

years after the setting of The Welkin. In the 18th C, cloth 
makers were totally reliant on natural dyes, frequently from 
plants. The most common colours from plants were yellow and 
tan (from weld), blue (from woad until indigo arrived from the 
tropics) and red (from the madder plant family until cochineal 
beetles). Strong colours could be achieved by frequent 
immersions/dryings and ‘combined’ colours could also work. 
Green, for example, came from a yellow then a blue dye. It is 
likely that the cheaper the cloth, the less strong the hue.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=nUmO7rBMdoU
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=nUmO7rBMdoU

