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Adjudicated by Michael Kaiser of GQDA
THE PLAY

This is an out-and-out comedy along the well-trodden lines of the amateur theatre group having terrible trouble in being ready for opening night. It is American and yet it hardly seems so - very few of the references are specifically USA and the whole feel of the piece is more British so there should not be too many problems of transfer.

All comedy demands pace of course. There are one or two moments, which approach farce but primarily we should be looking for verbal skill and the development of character, which is a little larger than life but not so broad as to become caricature.

Security with the lines is paramount. The further challenge is that each actor has to develop two characters - one for the play within the play. It is always a problem for the playwright to show us enough of the inner play without having to repeat the same sections over and over again.

Another reason for pace in this production is that we really don’t want too much time to dwell on the likelihood of the exaggerations for comic purposes, chiefly the idea that the home grown author could wander in with rewrites so close to the date. The sound cues offer a chance for hilarious climaxes if the technical details are mastered and the set should also give opportunities for gradual change and attention to detail.

PRESENTATION

The set was largely as described in the notes and was well finished with three doors and a particularly effective large window at the rear. The decor and dado rail were crisp and neat and the opening scene had careful signs of work in progress - ladders, paint and only one half of the curtains up. The chairs at this stage were plastic and large scenery flat was visible upstage. The floor covering was plain and functional.

All of this was fine and quite rightly as each act arrived more improvements had been made to have it ready for the opening night. Thoughtful care had been given to this aspect of the presentation - the furniture changed, the costumes were added, then make-up and wigs, paintings went up on the walls, the curtains were complete, the scenery upstage was hidden, flowers appeared and ornaments. All very good.

The sound effects are important and those used in the climax to Act 1 especially worked very well, reminding us all of the perils of reel-to-reel tape and the days before minidisk. The phone calls were too loud though during the course of the act. There was good use also of covering music at the beginning and end of scenes, usually well chosen in mood. The opening music I think was ‘It Ain’t What You Do’ and for Act 3 ‘Let’s Do It’. 

Lighting was fairly straightforward, certainly when we were in the rehearsal stages but there was an issue with one actor having to spend so much time in the auditorium as the director. I realise it looks more realistic to have her only in the light spilling from the stage but there is usually a need to see the person well to hear them properly. I wonder if you tried having some lighting dedicated to her out front. I was genuinely undecided about this but kept wondering if any members of the audience were struggling to follow the words.

Props were usually good and again I like the evidence that someone has put some thought into details. For instance, thee scripts of Murder Most Foul had been produced with authentic-looking covers but one actor had his in a folder arid one had a hard copy, just as actors do when organising their own scripts. Well done. The -costumes had their own built-in interest because after getting to know the characters through their own clothes, which were well chosen, we moved into formal dress by Act 3, which the audience responded to very appreciatively.

PRODUCTION

The demand for pace which was referred to earlier has one hurdle to overcome in this play - our actors keep hitting snags in their rehearsal and grinding to a halt. This was a considerable challenge because even as part of a joke it means that the audience cannot settle to enjoying the flow of the narrative. It was essential that the built-in stumbles and prompts were not added to by real ones but unfortunately that was an issue all through.

How could we tell which was a real prompt and which was scripted? It wasn’t always easy to tell and I have written very early on that “Violet took a prompt - I think!” Mainly, the real prompts came from stage left and the written ones from stage right. This was a pity because when given a chance, the pace was quite reasonable but we regularly hit a lack of total conviction with the words. The opening of the play is actually rather difficult for the audience to follow because we have to identify two sets of characters. Then one of the hard things to believe is how many times the actors interrupt the flow of the rehearsal to query other issues so close to the opening date. All of this means that there is an urgent need to drive things along whenever possible. The debate over whether to call it a diamond or a ruby lost laughs because it faltered although other parts worked very well - for example “rotten requiem”. 

Where you did score well was the way everyone lifted their tone and accent for the play within the play. The higher level of playing was pitched dust about right with a less naturalistic, more stylised approach. One good early section after the diamond discussion had the two women seated, the three men standing and Saul looking out to the audience in slightly melodramatic style. It would be easy to take that too far and undermine the whole effect by sending up the melodrama too much but I thought you found the correct level.

After Phyllis arrived in Act I the scene became a little crowded with not many alternative seating options so we had a fairly static section visually with ten people to cater for. Perhaps in the rehearsal phase, you could consider an extra box or stool, anything to provide another seating level away from the line of the eventual settee.

Gerry also found it awkward at times to look upstage from her DSL position. 

One of the unwritten rules is to leave the audience on a high note and this you did achieve at the end of Act 1 with all the sound cues going off in the wrong order and general mayhem on stage. It could have gone even further with more noise and argument and music and a sharper use of the curtain to leave us at the very pinnacle of chaos. The difference between a good laugh and a huge laugh is often only a split second.

The second act had the audience waiting with House lights down and the actress not knowing when to enter from the auditorium so the cueing system was at fault there.

There had been changes to the set and the actors and when Murder started we had the sense of occasion that the play was nearing completion. The maid was dusting, Violet was at the bookcase and Henry by the drinks. The language was punched home -“I’ll toddle off to my room” and the physical business of trying on the diamond had a sense of fun.

There was a feeling of urgency after that in the crisis feelings about Act 3 and Gerrys’ anger at Phyllis for example worked well. Here we did have accelerating passages, which gripped the audience and comic conflict when everyone was shouting at Phyllis. The use of the stage was much better in this scene as there was more variation and change as when Saul went to the dominant USC position for the key moment when they all doubt him as Dr. Forbes. The pants mistake by Violet produced a gale of laughter.

The final full-dress version of Act 3 had the cast lined up for the team talk from Gerry. The lines faltered again during the thunderstorm and there could have been some unintentional drama as Phyllis plunged into total darkness as she left the stage for the auditorium. I was really quite nervous but perhaps it wasn’t as hazardous as it looked. The voices from behind the drawn curtains worked well and were testimony to your powers of projection.

The final version of ‘Murder Most Foul’ should be the non-stop culmination of all the struggles we have seen. You nearly achieved it. There was the wild-eyed tension as the actors worked over by now familiar territory, helping each other with prompts and gradually becoming drunker. Some of the savouring of the words was excellent - poppycock, neck-a-lace, telegram, gun. There was a period of five minutes or so when the audience was rolling with laughter, the momentum was tremendous and the actor fast and furious. Then the pace was allowed to drop again and once more it was for words – I think silly needed to take a prompt. The best sections combined words and actions with the whole stage used, people in and out of oil the exits, Phyllis racing round from the auditorium, things dropping through the safe and so on. It was so nearly all there and in fact I even wonder how it went on the next night. My thought was that this would be very good next week - always a galling thought after all the work you put in.

ACTING

AGGIE (Marie Brown) You were well cast as the Stage Manager with an exasperated air. The accent took a while to get used to but you helped by using your character to pick out all your words carefully. Facial expression was very good too as you watched those tiresome actors making your life difficult. The relationship with Gerry was the most important one and that was clearly developed. Many of your lines are called from off-stage and you dealt with that extremely well.

GERRY (Enid Smitten) As the long-suffering director having to deal with all the

Last minute problems plus the troublesome author, you had the right mannerisms and facial expression. Much of the play hinges on you and you took on that responsibility with success. You brought out the idea of Gerry as something of a negotiator or a smoother- out of troubles. You seemed nervous at first when talking to Aggie and that discussion never settled down but later you were much better with more stillness and eye-contact.

HENRY (Brian Morris) You looked suitably distinguished for the parts you played but were far mare effective (as were several others) in your role within the melodrama. Then your more artificial delivery and accent seemed to help you with your clarity and projection. You faltered a few times with your words as Henry but oozed confidence as Lord Dudley its obviously the breeding!

POLLY (Mary Logan) Like your “husband” above, you projected far more clearly as Lady Margaret within the play. Also, you moved about the stage with assurance then. Some of the time when you were back as merely Polly - and often seated too - you were a little quiet, so push the volume out even when being natural. You could certainly afford to push further on the hen pecking of Henry mostly in speed of cueing rather than mere volume, otherwise, a sound performance.

SMITTY (Jo Goulding) Your characters as the maid and the youngster who has other obligations gave you the opportunity to vary your voice and manner. This I thought you achieved well. As the maid, you had same good moments in handling the phone calls and rescuing situations.

SAUL (Richard Crafts) You have the advantage of an absolutely beautiful voice, which was often used to great advantage. You had the right level of playing when we were in the melodrama and had an excellent burst of outrage in Act 2. With your imposing physical presence, you were able to dominate the stage when required and then drop back into being just another struggling actor with the rest.

BILLY (Robert Evans) It was one of the definitions of coarse acting that the actor knew his lines but not when to say them and that is your character from the very beginning. Your ‘love scene’ with Violet was all right or the words but was rather stilted in the actions so you both needed to relax more on that. I liked the air of resentment when you were blamed for things and the frustrating habit of saying, “Wait, I’ll get it”

VIOLET (Sonia Krstic) See above for my comments on the love scene but apart from that you did show the development of your character through the three acts, possibly the only one to make changes as the rehearsals unfolded. The business with the necklace was one of the funniest moments in the final playing of the melodrama and you kept it to just the right level of exaggeration.

LOUISE (Vicky Stait) This was the archetypal awkward back-stage crewmember, slouching on with good facial expression and body language generally. Your costume was well chosen too. You were a little indistinct at the beginning of Act 2 but were fine at other times.

PHYLLIS (June Tyler) You looked exactly right and had some excellent changes of costume as befits the author of the piece. This is an unforgiving part in that there can be very little sympathy for a character who is such a nuisance so what is left is to play strongly for the comedy. You were sometimes placed in an awkward position downstage to face away from the audience, which didn’t help you. I think you can go even further in pace and cueing to add to the comedy: go driving in hardly hearing the objections being voiced around you, blithely unaware and self obsessed.

CONCLUSION

This was a large cast to handle and I believe this was the directors first play with that role, in which case congratulations are due tar an excellent effort. The presentation as good and the audience went away satisfied with an amusing evening at the theatre.  Incidentally, it isn’t quite clear from your programme who did put the set together so I assume it was a team effort.

The reservations I have are entirely about how ready the cast were with their words because that kept dragging us back and slowing the pace, the worse thing for comedy. 

The level of playing also has to be the same across the company and this was achieved more in the melodrama than in the “real life” sections where some actors allowed the energy and volume levels to drop.

I did have a very positive feeling about the work of this group within its community end it was not a play I had seen before so for both those reasons I enjoyed the evening a great deal. Many thanks to you all.

Michael Kaiser 28/10/03

