THE WOODFIELD ENTERTAINERS

A CHRISTMAS CAROL – DECEMBER 2009

This visit was quite fascinating for me, as my own Society staged Leslie Bricusse’s musical version of ‘A Christmas Carol’ – ‘Scrooge’ – only the week before your production, so I have been steeped in the Dickens’s story for the past several months, and it was interesting to compare the two interpretations of this classic.  Also of course the story has achieved significant coverage recently, with a high-profile professional version also on offer.

There are arguments both for and against converting non-traditional stories into pantomimes.  For the adults, we have seen Cinderella, Dick Whittington et al many times over, and it is refreshing to see a new story given the pantomime treatment.  On the other hand, pantomime is aimed primarily at the younger generation, who have not seen these traditional stories before, and there is undoubtedly something magical about all the stock characters and situations – the principal boy and girl, the Dame, the ‘Buttons’ character, the good fairy and the wicked witch, the slapstick and so on – which are present in abundance in the traditional stories, but which do not always transfer seamlessly to other plots.  On all this, I think the jury is still out!

On the whole, this adaptation worked very well, and Alistair Clinton succeeded in creating a lot of variety and fun into the story, notably ‘Christmas Past’ and ‘Christmas Present’ and the Fezziwig’s party.  I thought that the Marley’s Ghost scene would tend to have the younger children fidgetting in their seats, and more needed to be made of Scrooge’s conversion to a popular philanthropist – more present-giving and a ‘father christmas’ effect.  However, these are all comments on the adaptation – not on your production.

Turning now to your production – this was first-class, in almost every respect.  It was well-rehearsed, slick and well-cast.  Especially, I must praise the quality of the singing and especially the harmony content – both the opening carol and the first concerted number made an immediate positive impact.  The ‘chorus’ did well too in the Fezziwig’s disco party – this was a great number, and perhaps the show needed at least one other ‘big’ production number like that.

In any adaptation of ‘A Christmas Carol’, Scrooge himself is a massive part, and Neil Edwards was first-class in this role, moving nicely from miser, recognising the errors of his ways, to philanthropist – giving it just the right pantomime touch but not losing the character.  Well done!   Dan Putnam did his best with the Dickens–Narrator role, but this is another point where I must criticise the adaptation – this pantomime character that talks directly to the audience needs be a younger, livelier character that the children relate to.  The children in your audience showed no inclination to shout ‘Hello Charlie’ whenever he appeared!

The Cratchet family came over well, with Sara Brammall as Bob playing the role well in his scenes with Scrooge as well as with the family.  But I did think it was a pity to ‘send up’ the character of Tiny Tim – there is such an ‘aaah’ factor to be exploited here.  Billie Duchesne was outstanding as Fred – a real ‘Burlington Bertie’ character.  And Janet Willmott and Cara Turner made an appealing pair as Young Scrooge and Belle.

The whole Jacob Marley scene was atmospheric and very effectively staged – it certainly held my attention though – as I said earlier – perhaps a little long for the youngsters.  The Ghost of Christmas Past was a real extrovert ‘Edna Everidge’ character, and Jenny Gamache exploited it to the full.  A good contrast with Denise Hillier’s Christmas Present, with a nice gentle interpretation.  And the ‘Slap & Tickle’ pair made the most of their opportunities – a rather contrived intrusion into Dickens’s story, but great fun!

Costumes in general were first-class.  You do not admit in your programme to hiring any, so I don’t know whether they were all found from your own resources.  Generally, all the main characters were very well dressed – Christmas Past and Christmas Present particularly notable, and the disco party was suitably extrovert.  We did notice that one of the chorus members in the traditional scenes was wearing something a bit ‘glittery’ that was not right for the period.

The scenery was good, too – the main set was excellent, clearly a lot of detailed work went into this, and all the other inset scenes worked well.  And the stage crew did a good job – the changes were quick and efficient.  Lighting too was well designed and executed.  We did have some concerns about the sound.  The special effects were great, but the overall level of sound was too high, with some problems with balance and some nasty howls and whistles here and there.

A nicely prepared programme, and well printed, containing all the information that even an inquisitive NODA visitor looks for.  With one exception.  As you are NODA members, it would be nice to have this acknowledged – and why not submit your programme for consideration in the Programme and Poster competition?  But if you do, you will need at least to include the NODA crest and wording, and preferably some additional information about NODA.  All the required information on this to be found on the NODA web-site.

I enjoyed standing in for your usual NODA Regional Representative and renewing my acquaintance with The Woodfield Entertainers.  Thank you for inviting me to your production, and good luck with your future efforts.

Jim Hatley

NODA South East Membership Secretary

