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What a classic! A thirties style take on a Victorian psychological thriller – as wordy as the Victorians would have been and with extended explanations in the style of Agatha Christie and others. And it demonstrates a type of oppression that has actually come to be known in some circles as “Gas-lighting”. Not, then, the easiest of plays to bring to life, quite apart from its technical and setting demands and the fact that many in the audience will have seen one or other of the  films or an earlier production! No wonder it was put in the hands of one of the area’s most dependable and talented directors, Val Watkinson!                                                                                  As if her task were not enough the original leading actor had to withdraw for health reasons and Val had to take on a new actor, only three weeks before performance. And this is a play in which the relationship between the two main roles is crucial to it all.  Like all thrillers it depends on building tension; it needs pace to build to good climaxes but utter clarity in diction to ensure the details are communicated clearly to the audience. The team has to handle feelings in excess of those in normal circumstances and the director has to use the stage in such a way as to keep it visually alive without distracting attention from the dialogue or the character development which goes on before the eyes of the audience.  

PRESENTATION

STAGE MANAGER:  Janet Reidsma
SET DESIGN:            Barry Swithenbank
SET BUILDERS:   Alan Reidsma, Steve Smith, Peter Ning, Simon McBride, John Ross, David Keeling, Chris Nock
ASSISTED by: Kyle Kavanah, Janet Reidsma, Josh Edwards, Ian Bowden
PROPERTIES:  Charles Thomas
With Janet taking on the stage management, designer Barry producing one of the most detailed of sets and a stage oozing with period furniture and props – Charles in charge of the latter – the presentation was at a high notch. Helped by a team of set builders and assistants, Barry produced a solid workable set, with big skirting boards and the rich opulent patterned wallpaper so common to houses in the Victorian era. The brown curtained window was suitably dominant upstage, with a good view of the street outside. A magnificent fireplace, with all the utensils, scuttle and dressing it needed proved a source of firelight glow and for lighting a taper. A door downstage right was balanced by the door upstage left, leading to the bedroom. These all helped the action of the play. There was a slight recess in which the all important bureau was placed, so that Rough’s breakage could be masked as much as possible, upstage.. Downstage right had a display unit with an often lit oil lamp, vases, pots and a decanter and a tray of glasses. There did not seem to be a picture rail visible and it was difficult to see exactly how pictures, such as the one hung in the early scene, were fixed, although that one had “invisible” twine behind it.                                              Gaslights were placed on each side of the stage, unusually not each side of the fireplace?  The pictures and aspidistras in pots were well positioned and there was an Axminster or similar carpet centre stage. The furniture may have been a mixture of styles and of heights but were very well positioned to give good acting areas. The larger table upstage right had on a red velvet cloth to match the red backs and cushions of the dining chairs. Further downstage left was a coffee sized table with a high backed low legged chair on one side and a wicker chair on the other. These ensured full stage positions. There was a stool near the door right to put things on and also a box upstage of the fire for a similar purpose. There were no stage curtains but tassels to the tabs toned in with the decor. Working props included a suitably menacing poker, ornaments, trays for silver tea things or for a glass of milk; sewing basket, a box for jewels, etc, keys and other necessary items. The presentation became a strong feature of the production as a whole.  
LIGHTING:  Designed by:    Barry Swithenbank, 

                       Operated by:    Josh Edwards                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                       

Although Barry designed the Lighting, he left it in the hands of his young colleague Josh to operate. Given the vital role levels of light and the cueing of gas-lights etc this was a challenge for him. The light levels were often low and used firelight to good effect. There was little spillage off the stage (I could not see the paper I was writing on!)  The gaslights did not always fade on cue (and at one point operated when one lamp was lit and later went out when the oil lamp went out?) but the effect was in keeping with the drama onstage. The cast (usually) turned a tap to produce the light. Neither the oil lamp nor the gaslights burnt with a flicker but there are limits to complete realism! The marking of someone in the room above worked well. The street viewed through the window was well lit.  Like the set, the lighting contributed greatly to the build up of tension and atmosphere in the production. Barry and Josh were a successful team.
SOUND:    Simon Mcbride
Can any thriller of this type succeed without music and effective sound? I don’t think so. So the choice of powerful music was effective and the all important street sounds, slams of doors, bells, ticking of clocks and the rest of the atmospheric sounds were well chosen and on cue. The mysterious sound effect at the beginning of a modern siren which caused a chuckle came from the real Altrincham street, showing us all that the levels of many modern sounds are far too high!                                 The sound played a major part in the build up of the drama and was well devised and executed. 
WARDROBE:  Lisa Barker, Marion Walsh, Marlene Keating                                                                                                      
There was a vital role which must be played by the costumes – to place the period and the character. This was well done in general, especially in suiting character. In the period setting it was a little more variable. Bella’s dress was admirable – but if she had corsets underneath she managed to be remarkably flexible. Jack was put into evening dress for his nights out – an original touch although he had a smoking jacket on with the trousers at the opening of the play. But his braces were clip on (1920+) and not white. And of course evening wear limited his ability to be “a little too well dressed”. The servants were in suitably plain and neutral dresses; Nancy had apron and cap in evening maid style, good cape and bonnet for going out. Rough had a suitable brown bowler, scarf and coat, but the pink shirt was not “fancy” enough, the buttoned jacket hid the waistcoat and watch-chain, whilst the trousers and the coat did not look Victorian. The policeman had a black bowler, which was a good touch.  Wardrobe suited the characters and in general helped set the period; all were wearable and enabled business and movements to be done, whether going down on knees or being fastened to a chair. The wardrobe was serviceable and effective, capably provided by Lisa, Marion and Marlene. 
CONTINUITY:   Janet Reidsma
Despite the late arrival of Nick, the cast were fluent and confident – good work in rehearsals by the Prompt, Janet, who miraculously was also the Stage Manager. What a good thing there appeared to be no emergencies backstage!

DIRECTION/ PRODUCTION    Director: Val Watkinson 
There are indicators of success for a director of a thriller. If the audience is restless or there is no intake of breath at certain moments, the chances are it has failed to create the necessary realism and tension. This was, then, an obviously successful production of a thriller in the Victorian style. The pace, the movement and energy were there and the climaxes were well marked. The stage pictures were successful and clear and the delivery of the all important and wordy dialogue was generally well delivered and well projected. The touches of humour throughout were skilfully played with good timing and communication. The production made the central plot unfold clearly and the tension built up in the last act until the good visual action of its conclusion. There were other successful aspects, such as the creation by careful detail of the Victorian era, helped by sound, props and presentation and by costume. 
Less successful perhaps:                  The central relationship lacked chemistry; some dialogue was too quick and low to register fully; the gaslights failed to convince in some aspects; occasional gestures, such as excessive pointing for emphasis, took the edge off the well managed visual appearance.                                                                                                                                   

Some specific production points:                                                                                                                                Act One:            There was no use of stage curtains, which in itself can be quite a good thing, despite the traditional nature of The Little Theatre. But a play based on the author’s attempt to recreate a Victorian thriller is perhaps not the time to dispense with them. And it spoiled the surprise and effect of the very detailed set. It was not wasted on the action - Bella sewing and Jack sitting on the opposite side of the stage, finally dozing, until Bella reacted to the ringing effect of the muffin man.  Bella pointed at the fire for the line about more coal – perhaps Nancy did not know where the fireplace was?!  Taper used to light the lamp. Jack followed her as he flirted with her – good movement. Both Manninghams sat at the table but she rose, walked away and then returned keeping it all alive. The tongue out at Nancy was faithfully performed as in the script. Silver tea things were placed on the velvet cloth. There was a rising inflection from Jack, “Do you think so?”  which led to good Hamlet recitation.                                                                                     Good glow from the fire as he looked in the mirror above. “Will you let go of me” – she had already done so. Firm, strong tone from Jack, “Someone else?” Elizabeth responded well, quick cues, and Jack’s laugh ensured the significance of his response to Nancy “I do want you.”             Bella raised the drama, with a well phrased argument with only rare stray words in the higher register. Bella kneeling, Jack downstage right – these were good positions. Bella could have been stronger in her question “You are still going to take me to the theatre, aren’t you?”                                                             Elizabeth’s “Madam, there’s someone called” needed to be louder.  Rough made a good entry, scattered his clothes on cabinet and chair. His delivery was expressive. There was effective tea making and drinking, with some obvious humour in the amount of sugar lumps. Again there were good contrasting stage positions. Bella played effectively with her crucifix. Convincing old whisky bottle and Rough’s timing was at its best, “Ambrosia and methylated spirits.”                        He finished his tale in a good position in front of the fireplace and subsequently used all the stage areas well. The gaslights went down on cue. There was an awkward cross behind Bella                     “You see, Mrs Manningham” and later with an empty stage Bella was masked at the table. Gaslights took a while to fade and the music came in well.
Act Two:   (incorporating parts of Act 1 and 3.) Atmospheric firelight, Jack lit the lamp and then turned up the gaslights. Elizabeth had louder, perkier delivery. Jack leaned in close for his “Eh?”                                                                                                                                                              Would any servant have asked Rough, “Do you mind opening the door for me” when clearing tea things? Jack’s actions did not really justify Rough’s “He came back only to change his clothes”                         There were realistic door slams, the bureau was opened without any damage and Bella lost her straight back as she leaned forward to read the letter. The jewel business was built up with a well delivered climax, “Am I not a wonderful man?”  The lamp was turned down and miraculously the gaslights also went down.  Atmosphere from the ticking clock. Realistic business from Jack, picking up poker, put it in grate, whistling “Rule Britannia” etc.   Nancy and Jack built up the anticipation between them well and kissed eagerly if not “violently”. Touch on his shoulder was an appropriate piece of business.                                                                                                   Firm tone from Jack on “Smoke for getting rats out of holes”. Dramatic placing of the low but high backed chair centre stage. There was movement from and to the chair and strong delivery from Jack. His hand was placed menacingly on Bella’s chin, “You are still fully dressed.”  The clap was a shade theatrical perhaps, on “Admirable” but the poker was suitably threatening. He knelt beside the chair, “Dreamed all that had happened” and Rough’s entry was dramatic. Rough had a good chuckle when Jack suggested he might fetch a policeman. The lights came up again on the dramatic, “Might be you” There were shades of the Victorian melodrama as the Policeman caught Jack and they tied him in the chair.. Bella used the key as a prop and caught the right note of playacting, “Always losing things”. She reacted well and her final line was full of feeling as the music came in on time. The line-up bows were in keeping with the era but the policeman was out of time with the others!

ACTING
JACK MANNINGHAM:        NICK ANGUS 
Nick had three weeks to rehearse so I don’t want to patronise him by suggesting it was a miracle to have learned it all so well. What should be said, however, is how well he integrated with the rest of the cast, especially Bella, although losing a little of the chemistry between them. His quiet but clear delivery suited the character. His pace was exemplary and his quick fluent dialogue was a strong feature of the production. He could be strong in tone, quietly manipulative,                                                                                                          “No. Go and ring the bell, please Bella. There’s a good girl”                                                                                                                         He was flirtatious with his maid, recited the Hamlet speech well and he built his dialogue up to several dramatic climaxes. Perhaps, the notes in the programme made him clearly a villain from the beginning and lessened the effect he was slowly building – those notes were a mistake, although some people would know the play well! He moved naturally and easily, with good indicators of his arrogance and pride coming through, and the tone and the diction were adapted well to his later villainy. Nick did a good job for the Little Theatre as well as providing a strong and credible performance.

BELLA MANNINGHAM:        PAULA KEEN
She was an actor who had to adjust to a substitute player, so well done Paula, who continued to build her character. Her pace was speedy, so speedy in fact that it was a blessing that her articulation was capable of providing generally clear delivery of her dialogue. When she allowed herself to be too quietly spoken, or move into a higher register some of the squeakier, quieter words lost their clarity,   “Would you take me to see McNaughton?”                                                                                           She balanced the sane and the anguished tone well in the early stages, adding the necessary doubts in the audience’s mind. Later, at the climax she could play with this impression, heightening and pushing the words, “I am always losing things. And I can never find them...”                             She was suitably costumed, but some of the straight backed movement of the time was lost in her quicker and looser movements. She lacked some chemistry with Jack, but she gained the audience’s sympathy and that was vital.

ELIZABETH:      JANINE WALTERS

A smaller but important role as she proves in the end to be an ally of the distressed Bella, with a softer kindly tone, “It’s all right ma’am. Don’t take on so. It’ll be all right.”                                                   She used a bigger, fuller tone as she obeyed Mr. Manningham, seeming to be scared of him,  “No, sir, Never sir. Why should I, sir?”                                                                                                   She was suitably costumed in a severe un-patterned dark grey dress and with the help of a slightly voluminous wig she was suitably grey haired. The light, quiet voice did move rather a lot into the higher register but the delivery remained clear when the projection was strong.
NANCY:        JACINTA RUSSELL
This is a good character part for a young actor, being not just the maid who dislikes Bella, but also someone who flirts with and kisses Jack Manningham. And the kiss has to be passionate to contrast with the respectable Bella.  Jacinta managed all this without a trace of embarrassment, although the lengthy kiss was perhaps not “violent”, and managed to get all the modern meaning, fully justified later, out of a low and charged delivery, “Yes sir. Did you want me?”                                                                                                                    She was suitably youthful, with a smile of enjoyment, although in this scene the long straight brushed hair with a ribbon was perhaps not the style suggested by Jack’s interest and her nightly outings? She was impudent in tone, as suggested, used rising inflections to good effect and her well articulated delivery made every word clear and expressive. It was an important role and she made the most of it. 

ROUGH:     BOB HOMER
He was in some ways playing the role against the character in the script (“short, wiry, active, brusque, friendly, overbearing”).  But he had the character and the stage presence to make it his own and hold the attention whenever he was onstage and that is exactly right. His voice and dialect was less of an ex-Sergeant perhaps, and more of an Inspector, but it worked. He had a lot of explanatory dialogue in the style of the time and his voice with its pleasant tone, good diction and incisive delivery was perfect for what he had to do. He was slightly ponderous in places but with quick cues it worked well. He had no need to point with his finger quite so much to emphasise lines, “What ghosts do you see?” and the hand in front, one hand behind the back was not a Policeman pose but his character was very believable. His expansive descriptions, well phrased, and his sense of comedy gave us many well timed gems, “Cling to him by all means but do not imagine you are the only piece of ivy”.
POLICEMAN:   STEVE ABELL / DAVID GOTHARD
Not quite sure which one came onstage to play an important role in the arrest of Jack Manningham, doing the physical work of the two suggested in the script! The black bowler looked authentic and was a good contrast with the brown one of Rough. It was a small role but one which could have destroyed the final tension but did not, in these capable hands.
DRAMATIC ACHIEVEMENT
There was a real sense of theatre about this classic revival, with cast and director at one in building its essential climax with as much pace and fluency as they could. The stage moves were a strong feature of the production, never content to leave someone static in a position but with plenty of movement around the stage. This gave life and originality to the stage pictures and created the feeling of excitement and flow. There were occasional excesses as a character moved rather motiveless from chair to chair but it its success far outweighed that. Bella and Nick were strong players. Given Nick’s late entry they worked well together in the picking up of cues, moves and the creation of little climaxes. But there was some chemistry lacking. Her dependency and his manipulative skills give plenty of indications of his sexual magnetism, manifest in her elation at his suggestion of a theatre visit.  Her “headaches” indicate her wish to escape argument but there is little evidence that she has given up on a life with him. The interpretation of the psychological plot is well explained in the programme notes and this was faithfully demonstrated in the production, with some outbursts and some clever attempts to make Bella doubt her judgement. But Jack could perhaps have exuded more charm in his other moments when he is building up her expectations only to trap her. At their best, the actors used the necessary stage skills to create credible characters, avoid too much melodrama, and the production brought out the appropriate humour with some good examples of comedy techniques.  

The two main characters were balanced by an original interpretation of Rough, whose humour and skill with explanations gave further credibility to a somewhat tenuous plot. The groupings worked well, due in part to the skilful positioning of the two sets of furniture and the well placed doors.  And the tension was built up and by the sound and lighting, with music and the use of the fire glow and the gaslights, although there were some faults in the latter. Costumes, at their best, were used to place the Victorian era in which the author had set his later play. There was good team work at times and strong support to the leading players by some well drawn supporting characters. The engagement with the audience was well established by all the cast, helped by judicious use of dialogue by players given good positions by the director. The playwright’s wordy style of thriller was well handled by director and cast, especially as the original cast had suffered a change. Val understood the play well and directed it with a strong level of theatrical skill. Janet and Barry and the backstage team coped with its intricate demands and indeed produced a most impressive set for Altrincham Little Theatre.                                                                                                                                                                
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