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Show Report 
 

Overall Production Impression 
 
The Inspector Drake series of plays are an amusing parody of the Whodunnit 
genre, a sort of cross between The Play that goes wrong and Cluedo packed with 
lots of visual gags, silly puns, and adult innuendo with a touch of cross dressing.   
The Director has to ensure a careful line is drawn so that it does not become 
pantomime. It is easy to see why it is a popular Am Dram title as it is great fun 
to watch, and I am sure to play. 
 
Shinfield Players revival of Black Widow gets that line right with the Inspector 
playing it straight, unaware of the audience and limited  cast size and the 
Sergeant knowingly engaging the audience, breaking the fourth wall and many 
other stage conventions! Their relationship becomes central to the enjoyment 
of the show, but it is the actress playing all the other parts that often steals the 
scene. The Players are blessed to have two men reprising the roles from 10 years 
ago and using all that experience to good comic effect and a debutant actress 
who wonderfully nails each different characterisation. 
 
The staging is detailed and effective although the sofa centre stage was rather 
to square to be anything other than a carefully designed key prop. There was an 
excellent back cloth and effective painting of Lord Devonshire and plenty of 
good-looking period furniture and dressing. The sound effects and prop heavy 
show was executed well and made for a most enjoyable entertaining night 
delivered at a good pace. 
 
 
 



                                                                                                                                                            

 
Cast 
 
Ashleigh Wells, a familiar face to the Berkshire audiences, returned to Shinfield 
Players to recreate Inspector Drake, ten years after he played the character and 
clearly enjoyed the part. He made an immediate impact on his first appearance 
seemingly jumping out of a large box and immediately established the sleuth’s 
relationship with the Sergeant and his investigative style. He played the role with 
intense earnest accepting each odd twist and sudden death as if it was just in 
the normal course of an investigation. This consistent steadfast reaction allowed 
the chaos to pivot around him and create the comedy. He looked and sounded 
as if was grappling with being in the middle of a mystery while others around 
him were behaving oddly. There was a touch of Ernie Wise’s straight man in a 
play wot I wrote to the Sergeant’s Eric Morecambe character. 
 
Keith Sullivan reprised the role of sergeant with the same glee and audience 
engagement in asides that Morecombe would have brought to the part. His 
introductory monologue had an air of Dixon of Dock Green under the Victorian 
lamp and set the tone well. He regularly creates moments of meta theatre 
revelling in the knowledge that this is a play to a live audience but always within 
character. He genuinely looked upset to have lost his pet spider and more 
concerned for that than the growing pile of bodies just outside the room. 
 
Lanny Hamshere’s amateur stage debut was wonderful creating 7 or perhaps 8 
different characters in the course of the play each with distinctive accents and 
mannerisms and each played with energy and a good comic touch. Her first 
entrance as the maid struggling under the weight of the box was brilliant and 
her reaction to the Inspector when blushing was delightful.  Lady Devonshire 
was in complete contract with a stillness and darkness that created the 
necessary mystery and made her immediately the number one suspect. It is a 
shame she could not manoeuvre the wheelchair herself rather than be wheeled 
on and off.  Doctor Foster with a Scottish accent had some lovely comic 
moments with the cup of tea straight from the pot , the bouquet/bucket, and 
the gruesome operation. Amy Mallard provided another sharp contrast as the 
seductive Australian with the bad amdram accent and handled her sudden death 
effectively.  Miss Marble was a simple caricature of the famous no nonsense 
interfering amateur sleuth and deserved her treatment by the Inspector! Lolita, 
one half of the triplets, was another excellent comic creation reacting well with 



                                                                                                                                                            

 
the other characters with great facial reactions. The Zoo Lady bounded on stage 
in another complete change of personality although rather too elegantly 
dressed for a zoologist. Then the eight character was the emergence of Lord 
Devonshire (least I think that was his name) which was the least successful 
characterisation. It would, I think, have helped if when she threw off the veiled 
hat, cape, and rug she had been dressed as the man in the picture without a 
moustache held on by elastic and with a wig. It may have been a decision in 
keeping with the theatricality of the staging, but it provided an opportunity to 
create another different character to show  off her undoubted skills . 
 
Millie Naylor, as the third Triplet dragged on from offstage played her short 
cameo for all its worth without a spoken word with great physicality and 
reaction perfectly capturing the sense of an unwilling and nervous stagehand 
dragged on stage at the last minute. 
 
Creatives 
 
Cate Naylor and Karen Bird  directed this complicated comedy with good pace 
to draw out the laughs. The first act sped along with so many gags that the 
audience does not always pick up on them all. The picture gag worked very well 
as did the blood spirting effect and I enjoyed the visual gags of the French 
window opening, the lawn mower passing by the window, the dead Doctor’s 
two exits and the business with the tea set, all of which were very well handled. 
Having all three Triplets on stage was also a clever twist which the three 
performers did very well. The play does lose some of its energy and comic 
moments in the last quarter which is a fault of the script rather than the 
performers or direction and in my mind need the big finish that it admits is 
missing. 
 
The video by Ashleigh Wells, Graeme Rhodes and Matt Chiswick was a neat 
idea and very well edited if a little long and I feel also needed a big gag to 
conclude the sequence with cars passing by , even if it was just one stopping and 
giving him a lift (perhaps Lord Devonshire himself!).  
 
The set design by Tim Howling was excellent, evocative of a period country 
home with a wonderful garden back cloth and plenty of space for the comic 



                                                                                                                                                            

 
business. The Lamppost too with its Victorian cypher made a good setting for 
other scenes. 
 
The real challenge and joy of this play is the quantity of props and sound effects 
required, many of them for the visual and audio gags.  Tom Naylor created an 
excellent soundscape with essential effects and underscoring music for some of 
the dramatic moments. The lawnmower, car starting, and operation sound 
effects all added hugely to the fun. The Props list was huge, and Cate Naylor, 
Millie Naylor and Debbie Wheeler had done an excellent job sourcing so many 
appropriate items from the squashed cat, tortoise, and spider to the beef joint 
and a brilliant cut out torch , each providing a laugh out loud moment.  Costumes 
sourced by Millie Naylor, especially for the actress, were excellent too although 
the Sergeant’s belt irritatingly hung loose in an otherwise excellent period 
policeman costume and the Inspector’s white trousers and braces did not feel 
right to me.  
 
The lighting by Matt Chiswick was appropriate with a good focusing spot on the 
back of the sofa although the downlight on the Policeman’s monologues meant 
his eyes were in darkness and there was a slight variation in light levels on the 
forestage as performers crossed the stage.  
 
Millie Naylor’s programme was in keeping with the tone of the show with good 
spider motifs, interesting rehearsal photos and some amusing reflections on the 
team’s favourite things! 
 
As always there was a warm welcome from the Front of House team led by Carol 
and Graham Vockins in a very attractive foyer and excellent new toilets, and the 
obligatory raffle draw did not take too long! 
 
This was a very enjoyable entertaining comedy with a very good cast, well-
staged with effective and well-paced direction and with a multitude of 
wonderful props and sound effects. Great fun. 
 
Thank you 
 
Nick 
Nick Humby - NODA Representative - London Region - District 14 


