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I am grateful to Denise Santilli for inviting me to report on the Bartholomew Players’ presentation of “The Government Inspector”, the final production of the Players’ 50th Anniversary Season.  Denise herself was at the door to greet me, and I was able to have a few words with Director (and Players’ Chairman) Gareth Hammond during the interval.

Gareth opens his programme note by stating that he knew this was the perfect play for the Players to put on as soon as he read this adaptation, so I was keen to explore this with him.  The piece certainly suited the company, with several regular performers notably well cast in their roles here.  Philip Goulding’s adaptation transposes the action from Ukraine to provincial Victorian Britain – the rather uncertain accents of the performers suggested somewhere in the West Country – and the central themes of officialdom and corruption found resonance with a modern audience.  The technical demands of the play, with its one principal setting, were readily met in Eynsham Village Hall.

But what is “The Government Inspector”?  Gareth categorises it as political satire, but it draws on a range of theatrical traditions.  The breathless, exaggerated flirtation of Anna and Maria Wyndham-Pitts, all fluttering eyelashes and heaving bosoms, was straight out of pantomime, as were the disparaging remarks about Long Hanborough and the references to Hobgoblin as the local brew (sadly, not strictly true anymore).  The repeated entrances and forced exits of Mr Robson in The Slaughtered Cow were reminiscent of a classic farce, while the desperate efforts of the townsfolk to impress the supposed titular inspector had overtones of vaudeville.  The play is widely believed to be the inspiration behind the celebrated episode of “Fawlty Towers” in which Bernard Cribbins is mistakenly thought to be reporting on the hotel: you could argue that “Fawlty Towers” isn’t a bad comparison, as “The Government Inspector” similarly boasts a range of larger-than-life but still broadly believable characters caught up in a sequence of events they are unable to control, the whole shot through with humour and universal truth.  There’s also a meta aspect to “The Government Inspector”, with characters occasionally stepping through the fourth wall to comment on the play itself, or encouraging the audience to react to what they’re seeing.

The central role of Mayor Wyndham-Pitts was played by John Casey.  John has natural authority and terrific stage presence, so was well suited to the role of the corrupt official who is content to overlook the shortcomings of the services in his town as long as he is kept sweet.  Perhaps the most challenging aspect of the part is to manage the transitions between the self-satisfied, controlling Mayor, and the threatened corrupt official: John struck some excellent authoritative poses as he clutched the lapels of his frock coat with his shoulders well back and his nose slightly elevated above the unappealing odour of the citizens, but was perhaps prone to over-gesture when ostensibly in control of the situation – this habit could have been used as a clear indicator of when things were slipping out of his grasp.  He looked much more comfortable with his hands clasped behind his back, or when adjusting his tie, and he demonstrated his mastery of body language when delivering a series of asides to Mrs Robson in The Slaughtered Cow.  The oleaginous sycophancy he displayed towards the supposed inspector was well judged, as was the harrumphing self-importance of a character who erroneously considers himself superior to those around him; John is adept at enabling the audience to read his feelings and motivations in his expressions.

Elaine Leggett, as the Mayor’s wife Anna Wyndham-Pitts, spent much of her time flirting outrageously with the inspector, showing a bit of ankle on the chaise longue and clearly prepared to do anything to ensure a favourable report.  The commitment and energy required to sustain this breathless characterisation was impressive, but happily Elaine also had the opportunity to portray Anna’s more calculating nature as she considered the ways in which the inspection could play to the family’s advantage.  Elaine has clear diction and a particular talent for making the characters she plays relatable, which meant that we always suspected that her hysterical affectation was strictly for show; she is also very comfortable when required to speak directly to the audience.  Imogen Tingle played the Mayor’s daughter Maria, whose excitable pursuit of the inspector was if anything more extreme than her mother’s; there was everything here from weakness at the knees to attacks of the vapours, most obviously when the inspector was showing off his language skills.  Again, I could only marvel at the energy required to maintain this portrayal of the character, which also captured the inexperience and naivety of a young woman who has had a sheltered upbringing in a small town.

The Mayor is surrounded by minor officials whose inadequacies are concealed in a conspiracy of silence.  Jo Burns played Phyllis Stein, the matron of the local hospital, with tremendous hauteur, treating accountability as beneath contempt and happy to deflect responsibility for her hospital’s dubious outcomes.  Jo has the self-confidence to hold the stage, and her upright posture, deliberate enunciation and disdainful expressions (particularly evident when listening to other people’s views) were very much in keeping with her character.  Louise Taney played Rose Quigley, the Headmistress of the local school; suspicions around her rapid elevation to this prestigious position are apparently well founded.  Louise is a very natural performer and a notably good interlocutor in dialogue, as she easily deflects attention back to the speaker even as her expressions open a window on her feelings and opinions.  She spent much of the opening scene taking notes, and as is so often the case this parallel activity helped to make her performance more plausible.  Postmaster Prior was played with boyish enthusiasm by Ed Miller; rocking backwards and forwards on his heels, Ed portrayed a character who appears to take his responsibilities very seriously, but unfortunately doesn’t really understand what those responsibilities are.  Ed is a capable comic actor, almost Buttons-like in his tunic and willingness to serve, and he ensured that Prior’s key characteristics and uncomplicated, self-satisfied world view were consistently portrayed.

Mr and Mrs Robson were played by Chris Carson and Debi Lisburne Diacon respectively.  There was no doubt about who was metaphorically wearing the trousers as Mrs Carson reported a suspicious person to the Mayor while simultaneously shushing her husband.  With her shawl drawn tightly around her, Debi has the ability to take the entire audience into her confidence, and her clear diction, rhythmic variations and direct manner make her an excellent storyteller.  She portrayed Mrs Robson as a somewhat overbearing character, driven by a belief in her own importance, and her husband could hardly get a word in edgeways.  Chris complemented Debi’s performance with his portrayal of the hapless and henpecked Mr Robson; he proved adept at being ushered out of rooms, and at being ignored while standing motionless with a look of incomprehension and resignation written across his face.  Chris was always ready with his interjections, even if there was the suspicion that you could see just how hard he was concentrating to ensure that he didn’t miss a cue.

The suspicious person resident at The Slaughtered Cow, turned out to be John Petty, a minor official played by Nick Smith.  Down on his luck and living on credit, Petty’s impecunious state and demanding nature somehow convince the Mayor and his entourage that here is the much feared inspector, and they fall over themselves to provide Petty with everything he could possibly ask for, including substantial “loans”.  Once Petty has grasped what’s going on he is very happy to cash in.  Petty cuts a faintly ludicrous figure at first, with his “tall hair” and dandified airs at odds with his basic lodgings and meagre rations, but once he tucks into the “beef” provided by the landlord he is up and running.  Petty is a con artist as much by accident as by design, and Nick appropriately grew into the role of the “inspector” as he ramped up his judgments and his expectations.

There are several scenes in which Petty has substantial monologues or the bulk of the dialogue; Nick knew his lines extremely well and delivered them with plenty of tonal and rhythmic variation, he hit his cues smartly, and he propelled the narrative with conviction.  He was particularly impressive when being lavishly entertained at the Mayor’s house: with Mr Robson surreptitiously topping up his glass of wine at every opportunity, Nick managed seamlessly to get drunker and drunker, with his words becoming slurred and his gait unsteady, until he collapsed in a heap on a floor.  There was a similar breadth of characterisation in the scene in which Petty interviews local residents in turn, and intelligent blocking allowed Nick to hold the stage as he probed for the weakness in his interlocutor before ruthlessly exploiting it.  Nick’s portrayal of Petty was finely judged, transparent enough for us to observe a swindler at work, but persuasive enough to convince the gullible people of the town.

The supporting cast was led by Luke Frewin as Joseph, Petty’s valet.  Joseph’s initial gnawing hunger was perhaps a little underplayed as Luke focused instead on the energy sapping effects of his inadequate diet, but he subsequently brought out the hustling side of the character in his willingness to be bribed and in his subsequent awareness that it was time to leave town.  Sara Miller was equal to the challenge of playing three different male parts, finding appropriate body language for each role together with subtly different voices and accents, even if the elaborate sideburns and facial hair adopted by the policeman did make it look as he she was trying a little too hard to pass herself off as a man, like Bob in “Blackadder”.  Ann Carson was suitably aerated as the Sergeant’s Widow, complaining about how badly she has been treated, while Gareth Hammond himself appeared as an understudy for Ianto Wain in the roles of Inspector Markham and Tanner.

“The Government Inspector” is not an easy piece to present; the characters are more than just two-dimensional stereotypes, but they aren’t always sufficiently developed for their motivations and emotions to power the drama.  Larger-than-life characters can be energised with pace, and while the cast generally knew their lines very well, the quick-fire delivery that results from complete confidence in cues wasn’t always quite there.  The panic that inevitably ensues when events start to run out of control could have been exploited to greater comic effect, and while the word-play, malapropisms and double entendre were enjoyable – I particularly liked the reference to a “menagerie à trois” – the cumulative effect was gently amusing rather than hilarious.  It was hard to imagine that Tsar Nicholas could have laughed heartily throughout.  Perhaps all this was intentional; maybe the human weaknesses exposed in this work – self-importance, greed and hypocrisy – are too endemic in contemporary society to be a laughing matter.  It was certainly a thought-provoking production, as the descendants of the opportunistic swindlers and corrupt officials portrayed here are evidently alive and thriving today.

The solidly-constructed box set, designed by Keith Pimm, Graham Diacon and Steve Ashcroft, was painted a deep, rich green – a colour which somehow hinted at both the heavy hand of officialdom and the relative opulence of the Mayor’s house.  Four practical doors with painted returns provided the required access points.  The wide, shallow stage is challenging to dress, but the walls were decorated with a selection of photographic prints – a fairly new technology in the 1860s – and the set furnished with a collection of period (or faux-period) pieces.  The room at The Slaughtered Cow was simply and effectively differentiated from the main set with a wooden screen and an inn sign, with Les Allen and Graham Diacon’s lighting design allowing for complementary zonal lighting.  The incidental music (Suzie Chadwick and Steve Ashcroft) was characteristically atmospheric, although it referenced the Ukranian heritage of the original play rather than the Victorian Britain of Philip Goulding’s adaptation.  The properties by Linda Berry and Andria Kouvaritakis included copious amounts of folding money – the exchange of thick wedges of cash is amongst my enduring images of the evening – and while the tureen and tankard in the inn appeared suspiciously empty, I was particularly pleased to note Mr Robson drawing the cork from an appropriately vintage bottle before liberally dispensing wine, or more probably “wine”, into the glasses of the worthies in the Mayor’s parlour.  In my opinion, details such as these have a disproportionate influence on the visual impact of any production.

The costumes (by Judy Pimm, Ann Palmer and Sue Greenwood) certainly had a positive visual impact; the Mayor’s frock coat, previously referred to, was exactly right, while his wife and daughter sported a range of hooped dresses appropriate to the era.  John Petty’s outfit of striped trousers, red waistcoat and dark jacket was part civil servant, part illusionist, and thus perfectly complemented his character.  The uniforms of the postmaster and the police officers felt a little lightweight in every sense, but the headmistress’s sober black dress and the matron’s impressive gown both spoke of their status in a stratified society.  The hairdressing by Sue Greenwood included several deliberately eye-catching wigs while the make-up ranged from some rather unconvincing sideburns to more subtle adjustments in lipstick as Anna and Maria intensified their amorous pursuit of Petty.

I think Gareth Hammond was ultimately proved right in his belief that “The Government Inspector” would be an excellent choice of production to close the Bartholomew Players’ 50th Anniversary Season, not least because it gave ample opportunity to the group’s members to be part of the celebrations.  The cast of 13, playing 18 roles, was apparently amongst the biggest in the Players’ history.  The programme provided a welcome and fascinating record of the Players’ past productions – a rich selection of modern works interspersed by the occasional classic play, with Alan Ayckbourn the most represented author.  That a village in West Oxfordshire has sustained a drama group of this quality across fifty years should be a source of immense pride for everyone involved with it, and with this presentation they have celebrated this significant anniversary in some style.  Here’s to the next fifty years!

Andrew Walter
NODA Regional Representative, London District 12
30th November 2025

image1.png
A

For every stage




