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The Woman in Black

Nigel Kneale has demonstrated his predilection for ghost stories in such
distinctive television dramas as The Road (BBC, tx. 29/9/1963), Quatermass
and the Pit (BBC, 1958-59), and The Stone Tape (BBC, tx. 25/12/1972),
using science fiction trappings to update and transmogrify the form. The
Woman in Black (ITV, tx. 24/12/1989) is a much more traditional effort
however, based on Susan Hill’'s eponymous novel (a title deliberately evoking
Wilkie Collins’ celebrated Victorian mystery “The Woman in White’).

Kneale’s script removes the novel’s framing device and transposes its
generalised Victorian setting specifically to 1925, while also altering many of
the incidental details. His fascination with science and technology is still much
in evidence, with references to the cinema, the fact that Eel Marsh House has
been electrified (still a comparative novelty in rural areas then) and

Mrs Drablow’s use of a sound recording machine. However, many of the
other elements of the story, with its naive protagonist sent to a remote town
populated with hostile locals, and the emphasis on churches, graveyards and
ancient ruins, are very familiar to the genre.

Pauline Moran, best known as Miss Lemon in Agatha Christie’s Poirot (ITV),
proves utterly mesmerising as the grimacing and malevolent ghost, especially
in the scene in which she swoops down on the bed-ridden hero, the horror
only curtailed through the intervention of a commercial break.

Although the villagers of the evocatively named ‘Crythin Gifford’” believe that
the title character is an evil spirit who murders children in revenge for the
tragic loss of her son, the film’s focus on the hard life of people in the country
and the city turns her into more of a harbinger, a symbol of the cruel fate and
economic hardship suffered by many as a result of the war, with the
Depression only a few years away.

Hill was reportedly unhappy with some of Kneale’s changes to her novel,
preferring the hugely successful stage version, which has been playing to
packed houses in the West End since 1989, with no end currently in sight.
The ITV adaptation, however, has been repeated only once since its initial
transmission, which is a shame as it’s one of the few feature-length ghost
stories made for television that is able to sustain its length, thanks also to
several fine character studies, an intriguing narrative, some extremely well-
executed shocks and a memorably nihilistic finale.

Sergio Angelini, BFl Screenonline, screenonline.org.uk

In Susan Hill’s original story, there is only one way to get to the haunted Eel
Marsh House — across the marshes, making sure to beware of the perilous
tides that have claimed more than one victim. Through adaptations of the
novel there are now several eerie routes to that desolate place where the
woman in black resides, including the long-running stage play and the recent
film. My favourite dark path to Eel Marsh House is the 1989 television version
of the now famous tale.



Originally appearing rather innocuously on [TV on Christmas Eve, the TV
adaptation makes for a spine-tingling viewing experience. It begins with the
young and eager Arthur Kidd’s (Adrian Rawlins) journey north from London to
attend to the estate of the recently deceased Mrs Drablow. What he finds in
the small town of Crythin Gifford are all the ingredients of a classic ghost
story: an old dark house, highly suspicious locals and a shocking family
secret.

Ghost stories for Christmas are a British TV tradition and they’re most closely
associated with the BBC, but this offering from Central for [TV ranks with the
very best MR James adaptations. Although the novel has a framing device
that’s set at Christmas, both screen adaptations abandon any festive
reference. They also dispense with an older Arthur recounting his experiences,
making the fear at the heart of the story more immediate and threatening.

In adapting the novel for television, the great Nigel Kneale made a
technological addition to Eel Marsh House which was typical of his work.
Here, the late Mrs Drablow not only had electricity but she made use of a
phonograph so that in Kneale’s version the dead don’t just appear, they can
tell tales.

This version of The Woman in Black is rarely seen and has been described by
no less a fan of horror than Reece Shearsmith as ‘the most terrifying
programme I’'ve ever seen’. Without giving away any spoilers, there are some
shocking moments in this TV adaptation which will linger in the memory of
anyone who sees it.

Veteran director Herbert Wise manages the manifestations of the woman in
black perfectly and they are all the more startling for their rarity. Nancy Banks-
Smith remarked that ‘the spectre arrives suddenly like a migraine and causes
a genuine physical reaction as if one layer of your skin had shifted over
another.” This is the thrill of The Woman in Black, it’s not content to merely
scare you, it wants to terrify you — to make you afraid to turn around and see
what might be behind you. It's a creeping fear that’s not easily laughed off
afterwards.

Roger Clarke wrote in the BFl Compendium Gothic: The Dark Heart of Film
that the notion of a ghostly woman in black runs deep in British culture and,
though it’s been with us for centuries, there is still something pleasurable
about a tale in which grown men are paralysed with fear at the thought of a
malevolent female phantom. As the woman in black herself, Pauline Moran is
an electrifying presence with a stare that is Medusa-like in its intensity.

By coincidence, Adrian Rawlins, who turns in a terrific performance in

The Woman in Black, went on to play James Potter, father of Harry, in the
Harry Potter films and Daniel Radcliffe appeared as young Arthur Kipps in the
2012 film version. Arthur is already a haunted and broken man in the film, and
writer Jane Goldman uses his experience as a neat mirror to that of the
character of the woman in black.

In its transfer to the big screen the story acquires more jumps and a higher
body count but both versions generate their own misty supernatural
atmosphere. Film director James Watkins somehow makes his Eel Marsh
House as beautiful and alluring as it is menacing. Both adaptations also make
good use of that universally sinister setting, a neglected Victorian nursery,
complete with creepy toys.



Like the best classic ghost stories and Victorian sensation novels,

The Woman in Black revolves around a past that won’t stay buried and
people that won't, or can’t, forget. These tales seem to hold even more
fascination as the year closes, providing chills which enhance the festivities.
We're more likely to curl up by the glow of the television than the fireside
these days, and there is no finer treat than a ghost story for a winter’s

evening.

As for the woman in black, unlike everybody else in Crythin Gifford, | can’t
walit to see her again. However you call in with her, | would urge you to pay a

visit — she will haunt you.
Lisa Kerrigan, bfi.org.uk, 9 December 2013
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