The Signal-man

‘... as solitary and dismal a place as ever I saw. On either side, a dripping-wet wall of jagged stone, excluding all view but a strip of sky; the perspective one way, only a crooked prolongation of this great dungeon; the shorter perspective in the other direction, terminating in a gloomy red light, and the gloomier entrance to a black tunnel.’ In this way, Dickens describes the setting for his short story The Signal-man, which has been sensitively adapted for the stage by Matt Beames and was performed in May by Mick Keegan for West Meon Theatre at The Point’s Studio Theatre in Eastleigh, under the direction of Mary Dawson.

As the audience entered, not only were they met by Michael Major’s ingenious set, which ably embodied Dickens’ description of the signal-man’s isolated and claustrophobic environment (it’s amazing what can be done with a bit of expanded polystyrene!), but their nostrils were assaulted by a strong and acrid smell, a mixture of engine oil and wood smoke, which appeared to be coming from a lit woodburning stove. This, together with sound and lighting replete with suspense, all combined to create an atmosphere that was perfect for what was to follow.

The script was very close to Dickens’s original text, but it was cleverly adapted to form a monologue that could be performed by just one actor, taking the parts of Dickens himself, the signal-man and the train driver. The transitions between the characters were smoothly handled and the direction was faultless.

As a ghost story, The Signal-man is a little lacking in bite. It would probably have had more impact on a Victorian audience, innocent of the horrors that bombard us regularly from our TV and cinema screens. The possibility of railway accidents was also something fairly new to the story’s first readers: the railway boom of the 1840s had only just produced a nationwide network, but inevitably fatal incidents had started to occur. Dickens himself was one of the survivors of the Staplehurst derailment in 1865. Something of the trauma of this event, in which he tended the injured and dying, and his subsequent obsession with railways and dread of train disasters is well conveyed in the play. 

The choice of venue was just right. The space was intimate, almost oppressively so, and the audience got a real feeling that Mick Keegan, in the guise of Dickens, was telling this tale personally to them. Mick gave an outstanding performance, moving seamlessly from character to character and weaving a gripping and powerful spell. The ending may have been a little predictable, but we still wanted to hear it from him and I, for one, hung on every word.
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