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BACKGROUND:

Tom Mula presents the events of Dickens' famous Christmas tale from the perspective of Scrooge's lifelong business partner Marley, now seven years dead, and his heroic behind-the-scenes efforts to save old Scrooge’s soul – and in the process, save his own. Aided by a Bogle, a malicious little hell-sprite with an agenda of his own, their journey takes them from the jaws of death to the mouth of hell. It is an irreverent, funny and, ultimately moving story which re-tells Dickens’ classic. It is an interesting take on the original and, as here, played by four actors who create a variety of characters between them. The use of narrators aids the story-telling and ensures that the gaps are filled in appropriately. Although the Dickens’ story of Scrooge may be familiar to us, the significance of Marley certainly isn’t and here, seeing events from his perspective, works extremely well. The challenges for actors and director are immense: to ensure that the whole has a sense of mood, atmosphere, style and pace and that momentum is maintained throughout. Strong character work for skilled performers, imaginative and creative direction, technical challenges in contributing to the over-all effect. We, as an audience, need to be carried along with it all. Mula’s script is an effective mixture of Dickens’ language and modern idiom. It works well, focusing on the past whilst at times appearing to be current also.

Set:  

Mula advocates letting ‘the audience’s imagination (must) be your set designer’ and that all that is required is a series of levels. For this production, there were a series of levels, and a ‘flagged’ floor; with black tabs to enclose the ‘set’. At first sight (pre-set) this, together with the atmospheric lighting, made an impact. However, the use of material on the section stage left seemed to be at odds with the rest of the set which appeared much more solid. It did seem a little tatty. St Paul’s, the counting house, bedrooms were all created out of nothing on the various levels and that was all that was needed. It aided continuity and flow effectively. A small shelf on the wall right was a convenient resting place for a candle, and was there throughout the telling of the tale; a desk and chair for the counting house (I didn’t think they looked old enough nor worn enough to fit in with the style and period and seemed ill-matched) could be brought on and off as and when required. A couple of ‘stools’ for want of a better word were positioned stage left as a seat for the Bogle and then again for the flying sequence. All kept very simple. I did wonder, however, whether the whole set might have been pushed further back to increase the acting space or, better still, have been angled. The problem with having it all face on to the audience was that it seemed to force the actors to play everything straight out and, as a result, created something of an acting strip at the front. But, it was functional and, generally, effectively used. The use of smoke added to the general atmosphere although there were some occasions when there wasn’t quite enough of it.

Costumes:   

The director chose, wisely in my opinion, to ignore Mula’s advice about costumes being modern dress. The four actors were, instead, costumed in black and in a variety of cravats, coats, hats, gloves, (fingerless gloves for Marley), shades of grey and textures which immediately gave us a sense of period and style and reflected the range of characters that some of them were required to play. It worked extremely well. I am not sure whether, had they used modern dress, they would have had the same impact. Marley, Scrooge, Dickens et all cry out for a sense of period. Shoes were rather noisy as some of the cast entered and exited. Perhaps some felt on the soles might have deadened the sound. A small point, but something to think about. The noise could become distracting.

Sound and Lighting:

This was, undoubtedly, a masterclass in the use of and cueing in of sound and lighting to highlight, underscore and create the exact mood and atmosphere to support and enhance the production. Where to start? The use of music throughout was excellent: the choices themselves were perfect and together with the use of effects created a soundscape that was magical at times. Importantly, the levels were exactly right and the music came in and out, often under dialogue, with immense sympathy. Rarely does this use of music and sound effects have such an impact (and certainly not in amateur theatre); there was also a filmic quality to it. It was used throughout with great intelligence. Effects such as the storm and thunder were excellently handled. Volume is all important and here it was excellently done. Lighting supported the overall effect and quality of the production superbly with good use of break-up gobos. There were so many wonderful moments that contributed to the stage pictures and the cueing was perfect. Exactly as it should be. Memorable use of lighting included the creation of the corridor during the opening and closing sections of the play, the effect of Marley’s face as the door knocker, the golden wash, the use of a mirror ball to create the heavens on the black tabs. Especially impressive was the subtle way in which areas and actors were lit and the use of cross-fades. So many excellent examples of how lighting was used for effects such as the lighting fading out, sumbolically, on Marley when he dies. An obvious thing to do, of course, but beautifully handled. I have never had cause to comment so enthusiastically about the use of sound and lighting in an amateur production previously and its undoubted handling and success. I started off by describing the use of sound and lighting in this production as a masterclass and that is exactly what it was. On a simple setting its use gave life to the story of Marley and Dickens’ A Christmas Carol.

ACTING:

MARLEY (Chris Saunders)   We really don’t know much about Marley in Dickens’ A Christmas Carol other than he was Scrooge’s partner, appears as a face on the door knocker and is weighed down with chains and ledgers and doomed to wander through death thus attired. With Mula’s play there is an opportunity for development of the character and the actor certainly took us on a journey with his characterisation. As with all the performances in this production, the playing was excellent; this actor has great clarity of voice, excellent control, and the physicality was well expressed; he had an ability to move through the various mood changes that Marley undergoes with considerable ease and skill from his nervousness at the beginning, his shock and fear, his anger with Scrooge, his sensitively played young Marley. He created a very good rapport with the Bogle.

BOGLE (Richard Beech)   Whilst the Cockney accent might not have been entirely successful this actor imbued Bogle with an excellent physicality and personality that contributed to the humour in the piece. With the tale being as dark and as ‘moral’ as it is, moments of lightness and comedy serve to highlight the more serious elements and tone of the piece. Here the actor took Marley on a journey but also went on a journey himself; from not very much liking Marley at the beginning he began to warm to him and his role as something of a guide was extremely well handled. Again, there was a confidence in the playing and he made an excellent contribution to the ensemble work. There was a liveliness about the characterisation that strangely endeared itself to the audience. An effective final image with his wings and having acquitted himself well.

SCROOGE (Chris Finney)   We all have our own vision of who or what we think Scrooge to be and it may very well be that this vision is inevitably stereo-typed: the mean, money-grabbing, cantankerous, old man. It is for the actor, therefore, to ensure that what might very well appear to be the familiar or clichéd is nevertheless imbued with an humanity as the character emerges triumphant at the end having had a glimpse into the future. This performance managed to do all of that, and whilst the emphasis in the play is clearly on Marley our encounters with Scrooge did show how greed overcame him, how he took over the partnership and then dissolved it with Marley’s death and, of course, the moment when Scrooge is in the gutter collecting coins seems to typify the man.  The transition to the reformed, joyous Scrooge worked very well. A performance of great skill.

RECORD KEEPER (Matthew Lambert)   This actor is required to play a variety of roles from the Record Keeper, through to Fezziwig, a Damned Woman, Fred, Cratchit, Dick Wilkins, Marley’s father and the Shadow. It is to his credit that he managed to differentiate clearly between them and contribute to the overall momentum and pace of the piece. His Record Keeper was excellently done, with a wonderful sonorous voice, a detailed, focused performance, that was also injected with humour; his woman was physically very well realised in a brief appearance and the other roles were equally inspired, for example, the bullying Dick Wilkins. There was so much good work going on in the performance. Excellent contribution to the ensemble and to the success of the piece as he moved in and out of the various characters.

PRODUCTION:

I suspected, when I first read the script, that the passing of the candle from one narrator to another at the start of the play would not work for the simple reason that with each narrator only having a brief line to deliver to the audience the time taken to pass the candle on would slow down the introduction and this is exactly what happened. The fault of the stage direction rather than the actors. No matter how effective the actor might have been it would not have alleviated what was a rather tedious introduction. However, the impact on entering the auditorium, with the use of lighting and smoke, generated a sense of great expectations.

What was immediately obvious was how wonderful lighting and sound combined to produce a most atmospheric and highly charged atmosphere and with the use of the corridor of light and Marley’s introduction to the Record Keeper how excellently controlled the production was going to be. I have made mention already of how sound and lighting contributed to the over-all success of the piece and this was maintained throughout. Here the use of Christmas-type music segueing into the opening music was perfectly achieved.

The exchange between Marley and the Record Keeper was excellently done; the Record Keeper had a deep, sonorous voice that was used to good effect and Marley’s anxiety was nicely conveyed. A feature of the production was the attention to detail and we were offered some excellent moments such as the sequence where the cast clapped their hands accompanied by a lighting change and the moment when Marley pulled his finger out of his ear and we heard a popping sound – again perfectly synchronised and which added to the humour in the piece. And humour there certainly was. The introduction of the Bogle contributes to that throughout. He was very animated and very personable and this contrasted especially well with the dark, gloomy mood of the story at this point and the role and purpose Marley has in the piece in getting Scrooge to re-examine his life and by doing so to save himself from eternal damnation. Marley is given a second chance with the help of the Bogle.

Lighting contributed to some effective stage pictures and the director’s ability to capitalise on this was seen throughout – for example, with one of the actors playing the damned woman (physicality excellent) we had another actor sitting on the rostra at the back of the set with his back to us, lit when necessary. Features throughout I noted were the discipline and focus of the cast, the stillness when required, the use of space to create imaginative and effective stage pictures. The set allowed for a variety of groupings through the use of levels. And, of course, the ensemble work was impressive throughout.

Some thoughts: I wondered whether the cast might have stayed on stage throughout and entered into specific scenes and moments when needed rather than disappear backstage but this would need to have been a feature of the style of the production and would have enhanced the ensemble work. I was also puzzled by the appearance of a member of the stage crew on a couple of occasions to assist with changes when other actors had managed to create the various locations, through the use of bringing on or taking off furniture, for example, themselves. It seemed at odds with the staging of the piece. 

Another thought that struck me was that you might have explored the use of a character’s narration whilst playing a character. Should their address have been to the audience or, as often the case, to nowhere or no-one in particular? I mention this as we were clearly being told a story at the beginning of the play with the actors taking on the role of narrators and then there was no further interaction with the audience until the very end. Again, it seemed to be at odds with the general style and playing. Something to consider, I think. Mula’s script has what the characters say in speech marks, the rest is spoken as a narrator. Perhaps, there was more scope to differentiate the two in performance also, moving in and out of character and narrator a little more obviously.

I do think that you might have considered varying the pace a little more from time to time – as a production it was all highly competent but what was noticeable was that the pace seemed a little too even from one section to another. There were certainly many good moments: Marley’s description of the increasing population with music underscoring the narrative was highly effective; the section with the Bogle and Marley on the dome of St. Paul’s, equally so; the contract section with the Bogle. All tight, all focused, all effective moments, enhanced by the use of cross-fades. Excellent physical realisation of Scrooge (old, grumpy) and the Bogle (agile), Cratchit (tall, lean, scruffy). 

Other excellent sequences which typified the production’s values was the shutting down of everything by Bob Cratchit where the lights were synchronised effectively, Scrooge’s journey home which he narrated accompanied by music which underscored the action, the door knocker sequence with the combination of green which picked out Marley’s face (music built to an effective crescendo); the use of humour, for example, the reference to the empty room. The fusion of so many elements created a quality production and this creativity was employed consistently.

I think I would have liked the chains themselves to have been, where used, heavier and bigger. They need to make a visual impact. Or even to have had them more significantly on the set to add to the stage picture. 

In the Scrooge and Marley section, I wondered whether the narration itself should have been out to the audience certainly in the longer pieces of narration. It is all to do with engaging with the audience. That is, after all, what story-tellers do; they talk to their audiences. If they don’t, if they talk over their heads, or not to them, they can alienate their audience. 

Effective stage picture with Marley in a green wash stage right, with Scrooge stage left on his chair. The sound of the storm in the exchange between them again served to create the necessary mood and atmosphere: Scrooge must have a change of heart according to Marley; the idea is rejected by Scrooge. Excellent playing by both actors. Strong character work. Again, I wondered how much more effective their narration would have an impact had it been delivered to the audience rather than to each other. It all needs careful handling in order to get the balance right.

The lighting for Scrooge at the start of the second act was very effective before moving into the ‘flying’ sequence with Marley. I did think the staging here was highly creative and served to show a mixture of fun and exuberance and anxiety on Scrooge’s part. Music played underneath – gentle, tinkly, highly appropriate and effective. A good moment.

I did think in the section where Marley becomes the boy was nicely handled but I would have liked the father to have described events more to the audience as I have previously indicated when appearing in the narrator’s role. The talking to nobody seemed to distance the narrator from the audience. The boy was very sensitively created and having him in a special served to highlight his thoughts, feelings and emotions. The actor lightened his voice and this worked very well, indeed. A poignant moment.

The meeting between Scrooge and Marley and their developing partnership was well told and the manner in which they physicalised their ageing to become the older Scrooge and Marley was very well done. Here we see how Scrooge appeared to oust Marley and began to dominate him and the business; Marley’s description of going to the safe and putting money into his pockets paved the way for his throwing it all away, leaving Scrooge to grovel on the cobbles on his hands and knees for any surviving coins that hadn’t been picked up by the boys. His nature was clearly on display here and the Scrooge that we are familiar with.

With Marley’s death the light is metaphorically and physically extinguished; an effective moment. The ensuing anger as he is told that he must help to save Scrooge worked well and the rivalry between the two was clearly focused. The change in Marley was nicely handled as he began to soften towards his former partner and the section where he expressed his joy, again with the use of music underneath and a golden glow around him, was very well achieved. The music began to swell, it was joyous, a choir sang. Mood changes were clearly understood and acted upon. Sensitive direction here and on many other occasions – a significant feature of the production.

The appearance of the cast now in the role of narrators had them lighting their candles from each other (this didn’t seem to be as laboured as at the beginning of the play, largely because there was more from them by way of narration to cover the action). But my suggestion was that to engage with the audience at his point rather than just stand in a straight line and talk out front (admittedly they probably couldn’t pick out people because of the strength of the lights, I would imagine) but I do think they needed to appear to be addressing individuals rather than coldly and blankly staring out front. What this cast had was excellent voices – clear, resonant, colourful tones. Rich.

The creation of the Ghost of Christmas Yet To Come was very effective – initially. It appeared in the gloom, was tall and dominated the scene and was enough to frighten anyone. The use of smoke and the music underneath contributed to the effect. However, once the area grew brighter it sort of lost its impact, unfortunately; the shoulders were too square and it needed to be angled more to where Scrooge was positioned; just having it held aloft and straight out front didn’t seem to serve its purpose. It was clearly there to show Scrooge what the future held for him and by having it looking at Scrooge would have been far more intimidating.

There was a good change in the characters of both Marley and Scrooge, firstly with Marley’s showing pity towards Scrooge and then giving him another chance and reflecting on the changes in himself also and then with Scrooge as he celebrates the spirit of Christmas and the joy in his heart. Warm, joyous. The actors were able to convey all of this with conviction.

Both Marley and the Bogle acquit themselves and we were offered an excellent stage picture with them at the window; excellent lighting; the Bogle has wings; the mood rapturous. The final image with the corridor and the stars on the back, the four actors as narrators and the blowing out of the candles brought the tale to a fitting conclusion. The focus in the play is very much on Marley’s journey, Scrooge’s we already know about. It was a worthwhile, moving and uplifting moment.

DRAMATIC ACHIEVEMENT:

There was much to admire in this production: the creativity and originality in the telling of what is a familiar story but from a different perspective, the discipline, the stillness, the assured performances from a quartet who were uniformly excellent and who worked impressively as an ensemble, the confident direction ensuring that the acting space was well utilised and that we were offered a range of intelligent and appropriate stage pictures, the attention to detail and, of course, the superlative use of sound and lighting to enhance the story and create a haunting and atmospheric piece of theatre. Although I have suggested that you consider varying the pace a little more, differentiating the characters and narrators with more engagement with the audience and, perhaps, keeping the actors on stage throughout, none of this is to take anything away from your achievement. It was an innovative and entertaining piece of theatre, with high production values, and an example of how all the elements of direction, acting and technical requirements were seamlessly fused to produce a superb piece of work. Congratulations to all.
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