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Report 

It is over 50 years now since the death penalty was abolished in the UK and over 60 years 
since the hanging of Ruth Ellis, the last woman to be executed in Britain. The likelihood of the 

return of the death penalty is hopefully slight so why is a play about Ellis still so powerful and 
emotive? In part, it is because there was much that should have been in her defence that in 

different circumstances and at a different time would probably have saved her from the 
gallows. Watching this production in Sterts Studio provided a heartfelt re-imagining of one of 
the sadder dramas to emerge from the past one hundred years of judicial activity in the UK. 

Amanda Whittington’s play, first staged in 2013, focuses firmly on how very ordinary Ellis and 
the people around her were. They were not part of acceptable society in the view of the law 

but there were many very respectable legislators and professional people, who were regulars 
at the nightclubs and brothels that provided Ruth Ellis with a living. In the second act, we see 
the steps that could have saved her from the gallows being removed one by one by a careless 

society and by Ellis herself who refused to co-operate with those who sought a reprieve of the 
death sentence. This makes it stand out. 

 
In the Tavonians’ engrossing production, director Di ffitch has assembled a fine cast who work 
as a coherent team to move the story of Ruth to its inevitable conclusion and knowing how the 

story ends in no way makes the drama less potent.   
Sally Collings gives an emotionally powerful performance as Ruth, whose character crumbles in 

the face of her unfolding personal tragedy and whose terrible breakdown is captured by 
Collings in an increasingly deranged way. Claire Fishleigh is initially heart-warming as the 

brassy Sylvia whose casual cruelty towards the end is particularly poignant; and, as the sole 
male member of the company Paul ffitch adopts several roles including the fated David Blakely 
who careers wildly from simple joys and earthy boldness to sheer terror. Amy Willcocks gives 

us a finely drawn portrayal of Vickie Martin a fragile beauty who suffers an inevitable fate that 
mirrors what will happen to Ruth and Cara Whitfield-Smith adds a Greek chorus-like 

commentary as Doris the charwoman. 
 
The play captures voices and emotions we do not often encounter in stories of the ordinary 

people who even today still exist in the shadows and we would do well to remember Ruth Ellis 
as a salutary lesson and reminder to us all. 
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