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Any observation made by the reviewer can only be based on what he sees at the performance in question.  The reviewer may 

have received information in advance of the performance and it is inevitable that his assessment will be affected by that 

knowledge. 

The N.O.D.A. Representative’s intention is to give an objective critique of the overall production and in particular the 

performance viewed.  It should be remembered that any review of this nature can only be objective as far as the techniques 

used during the performance observed.  Any criticisms expressed may not have been valid at other performances, and are only 

made to encourage higher standards in Amateur Theatre. 

It is hoped that the audience’s appreciation of your efforts will have given everyone a lift and encouraged you to greater 

achievements in the future and that the observations made by the reviewer will prove helpful in improving future productions 
 

After the tale of the troubles obtaining copies of this play and the rights from Samuel French Ltd, I soon realised 
why I had not seen this play before.  It was a wonderful example of how useful society’s libraries can be and the 
worth of trawling through them for ‘forgotten’ plays.  Despite being slightly wordy (in the old way) this proved to be a 
cleverly constructed play.  The well-loved courtroom drama style was set in a country house, which allowed for 
some fascinating social etiquette, the coming and going of various characters and a central mystery which was not 
completely revealed until the very last lines.   Along the way, we came up with all sorts of theories some which 
were obviously correct but some which proved red herrings.  The fly was a bit of a give-away, but we expected that 
the body was in the cupboard, and, of course, the very amusing reference to Penelope and her shroud making did 
make things certain until the lovely twists of the versions of ‘that night’ seventeen years before muddied the waters.  
Why has this play been forgotten?  The characters are well drawn and their inter-action is well paced.   Although 
they are all fairly stereotypical of what we expect in a courtroom thriller, they all had distinctly interesting variants 
and demanded some thoughtful portrayals.  The audience was enthralled and enjoyed the odd comic moments 
which the maid and some situations raised.   
 

HATS productions are well prepared and this was evident when the opening curtain revealed the evocative set.  An 
old country house in deepest Cornwall offered plenty of implied atmosphere and the set designers/creators had 
done an excellent job.  Naturally with only one setting required they could go to town and they certainly provided a 
solid looking house.  Why Mrs. Mannion chose to use such an obviously draughty room was an extra mystery.  
Well constructed with appropriate wallpaper and contrasting stairwell, the room was given authentic atmosphere by 
carefully selected variety of furniture, ornaments and plants.  The all-important cupboard was enormous and one 
questioned what such a cupboard would be doing in that room.  Authors are not renowned for considering the 
realities of the sets they demand.  Who keeps their hat in the parlour cupboard when they obviously have a hallway 
accessing the front door?  The house had certainly undergone a number of changes over the years: a fact referred 
to in the script.  The lack of a world outside the French doors and the hall door seemed strange at first, but as the 
atmosphere of the action darkened it seemed perfectly reasonable that this room was the complete world to Mrs. 
Mannion.  She had completely shut out the real world. 
 

The thoughtful co-ordination of the set and décor was maintained in the choice of clothing.  Each outfit continued 
the colour scheme and reflected the personality of the character that wore them.   The sudden brightness of the 
arrival of Howell in his Poldark-esque outfit brought the freshness of the unobtainable outside world.   
There were a number of subtly handled lighting changes which enhanced the atmosphere and aided the 
advancement of the tale.  The concentration of light near the French windows and therefore on Jane’s chair was 
well done giving a more dull area on SR where the cupboard and long-case clock dominated. 
 
 
 



 

 

 
 
 
 
It was unfortunate that the light from the prompt-desk bled on to the set and attracted attention during the black-
outs.  This was amplified by shadows caused by movement in the wings.  This was a distraction that should have 
been avoided. 
 

This play offers the members of the company eight clearly drawn characters (4m 4f), demanding thoughtful 
preparation and an easy remembrance of lines and actions.  Everything had been well prepared and rehearsed.  
Characters looked at home in the room which would have been very familiar to most.  Everyone developed 
pleasantly natural characters with which the audience could easily recognise and associate.   Some of the roles 
required considerable control and each actor handled the changes of moods efficiently and the more demanding 
moments were successfully negotiated.  The older style of language and conversation could have been a problem 
– we just don’t talk about things like that anymore – but the well-written dialogue was well handled with a good 
pace and some nice contrasts between characters’ delivery.  Despite some long explanatory passages audience 
interest was maintained by the use of light and shade of vocal projection and good understanding on the part of the 
actor.  Although generally the feel of the piece was very natural, there did seem to be a lot of moving for the sake of 
moving and at times characters were left dancing around each other.  How often do people simply change where 
they are sitting?  In such a clearly detailed production these oddly fussy moments seemed out of place.  There are 
good reasons why we had rules about scissor-crossing and blocking.      
 

The second act is dominated by the two versions of what happened on the night of the disappearance told by the 
two chief suspects.  This involves the scene playing out for the audience’s benefit.  This sequence was very well 
done, with the witness’s voice fading along with the lights before the version of the scene ‘that night’ was recreated.  
The actors, too, handled the physical and vocal changes that going back seventeen years would bring about and 
the whole thing was done with very little hold-up to the pace.   The limited change to the setting for these 
sequences only added to the sense of time standing still since ‘that night’.  This feature was enhanced by the 
simple ticking of the long-case clock during all the scene changes: it was rather oppressive to sit in the dark 
listening to the persistent ticking of the clock. 
 

“Tell-Tale Murder” proved to be an excellent whodunnit.  As expected the experienced Director, had prepared in 
detail and the company had rehearsed competently.  The audience was thoroughly entertained.  Its reactions at 
times showed that the tale was well told, and everyone followed the various twists and turns of the plot.  The 
sudden burst of audible reaction to some events was proof of total involvement.  HATS have a well-earned 
reputation for team work and detail in production, and this performance fully maintained that standard. 
 

Nick Lawrence 
18th September 2019 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 

 
 
 
 
Some thoughts on the individual performances: 
Jane Mannion:  This was an extremely chilling yet compelling portrayal with nicely judged delivery and an 
intelligently constructed interpretation.   All the actress’s experience was brought to bear on this demanding role. 
Bentley Richmond:  Another nicely judged creation.  His politely charming manner charmingly belied the steely 
lawyer’s determination to prove the truth.  The variety of tone and pace worked well, where others could have 
been rather pedestrian. 
Ellen:  Beautifully handled this role brought a little comedy to proceedings which craftily hid the more serious 
nature of the role.  There was excellent contrast as the years were shed.  As usual this actress gave a thoroughly 
enjoyable portrayal. 
David Mannion:  After a shaky start this was an assured performance (what on earth happened?)  There was a 
very sympathetic relationship with his mother and an appropriately restrained romantic one with his fiance. 
Maureen Richmond:  There was a lovely youthful lightness to this portrayal which contrasted excellently with the 
other characters.  Once again, relationships with other characters were natural and genuine.   
Vanessa Mannion:  This role was beautifully handled with subtle changes of mood and physical variations to 
match.  Winning its sympathy, the audience was totally relieved when she escaped the house.  Dialogue was 
delivered excellently.  Even when the character was at its weakest moment, every word was clearly heard.  A very 
memorable portrayal of a deeply unhappy soul. 
Richard Mannion:  Productions often suffer when a Director has to take on a role.  Scenes can become ragged 
and other actors become unfocussed.  There was no sign of this here.  Also this role was given equal attention to 
the rest of the production and no one was surprised he got murdered.  (Very efficient use of the strap too!) 
Howell:  Another role requiring considerable changes of mood, but well handled.  The first entrance was strong 
and full of vitality, providing a lovely contrast to the rest of the characters.  The slightly repressed but controlled 
entrance of the mature version was beautifully handled, and the subtle fatherly tone to Vanessa was very 
successful.   
 
  


