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                       'Who killed the Vicar's Wife?'

This enterprising little theatre company puts on several productions each year in various genres (except musicals after an attempt at 'Oklahoma' set in Newcastle last Summer ran into a number of difficulties). This time round the company are staging 'Who killed the Vicar's Wife?' a little known play by an even less well-known playwright, Edith Baggley who was writing in the 1930's but never received the recognition some feel she deserves.

The play is a psychological murder mystery. We never see the eponymous Vicar's wife, she is dead before the play begins but we learn from one of the characters, bravely essaying a West country accent  (although it is not clear why as the play is set in Surrey) that the woman in question 'was not much liked in these 'ere parts' so the question of who murdered Mrs. Rose Shepherd, wife to the Rev Stephen Shepherd is wide open to speculation from the start.

Inexplicably, and there are a lot of 'inexplicables' in this script, the one Police Officer called to the scene, Sergeant Bucket, puts his foot in it straight away, and accuses the Postmistress, a Mrs. Gladwell (an eery presage of the Post Office Scandal?) of murder even though it transpires she was in hospital at the time having 'a woman's operation'. When this information comes to light Sergeant Bucket seems to vanish from the story leaving a young would-be detective, Priscilla Rochford, down from Oxford, (ably played by Beryl Olivier (no relation) to solve the mystery.

This dark play is not without its lighter moments and indeed there are some real 'laugh out loud' episodes although these usually occur inadvertently as for example when Priscilla/Beryl is examining the contents of a chest of drawers and loses a contact lens.  The ensemble cast all get down on their knees to find it on the carpet and the Vicar walks in and commends them for their acts of piety on a Tuesday morning. We also laugh when someone (again inexplicably) appears to be on a ladder outside and looks through a first floor window, so perhaps a window-cleaner or the murderer even? and catches Bernard, the odd-job man, in the house to mend a chair leg, 'canoodling' with Sandra, the daily help at the Vicarage.

Various residents of the Village are brought in to be questioned by Priscilla. These include Arthur Dabbs the Village blacksmith, Henry Carswell, Chauffeur at the 'big house' on the hill and Peter Potter, a potter. They seem somewhat agitated, not by the demise of the Vicar's wife but rather that there is a murder on the loose in Ditchford and they are under suspicion. But Priscilla notices that one of the people whom she interrogates does not seem unduly upset at the death of Mrs. Rose Shepherd and pronounces William Blackstone, village stableman as the perpetrator of the horrendous crime. 

As Reviewer I do not want to spoil the fun by saying whether this is correct  but rather commend the cast for an energetic and imaginative performance. Older people often struggle to hear in the theatre these days but no problem here. I heard every word of dialogue delivered by actors who shouted every line of script, determined not to be accused of inaudible performances. When the Vicar tells a parishioner at 95 decibels that his wife meant 'the world to him' and he would 'never be the same without her'  we get this moving message loud and clear.

Praise must go too to the Tech Team for sound effects. When the doorbell failed to ring after someone said, 'I'll go rand see who that is' the team managed to play a recording of the National Anthem and the whole cast stood to attention to dramatic effect. An occasional picture falling off the wall can be forgiven and a few lights flashing at one point were dealt with by an enterprising member of the cast who commented, (inexplicably again, this time in a Welsh accent), that at times like this a storm will often arrive unexpectedly as a warning. But a warning of what I wondered? Another murder? Better solve the first one as quickly as possible then.

 Eventually we find out who the murderer is and Sergeant Bucket reappears to make an arrest and commend Priscilla Rochford for her detective work. The village agrees that they must 'stand together' and 'move on'. And despite the unfortunate brush with Oklahoma previously they join in a rendition of 'Like a Virgin' by Madonna (another inexplicable choice, this time for a finale), the Lighting Dept. manage to fill the stage with sunshine which temporarily blinds everyone in the first three rows of the auditorium, Sound Effects treat us to a cacophony of bird song including (inexplicably) a couple of owls hooting despite it being midday and it is announced that Sandra is to be married to the odd-job man and Priscilla has decided to join the Met.






      By Terence Billington (no relation to Michael)




***********************************

If you have been affected by the contents in this Review dial 111 for support.

If you think you know who committed the murder then drop a line to the cwg co-ordinator marlenejmitchell@yahoo.co.uk and we will respond.


~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
