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My first emotion as the curtain rose was one of great pleasure at the stunning effect of colour and light and overall we the audience were not disappointed.  This was a well presented pantomime with an extremely strong cast, a simple but truly elegant and exquisitely painted set - one of the best I have seen for a pantomime - and superb lighting which was worthy of a professional production. The wardrobe mistress deserves special credit; costumes made full use of the basic staples owned by any performer but these were embellished by accessories of such appropriate material, cut and colour that we were instantly transported to Peking. Production standards overall were excellent, and young Director, Melanie Schmidt is to be congratulated, especially as it was not only her first pantomime as director, but also a breach into which she stepped at the last moment; she had lots of innovative ideas and a very good eye for overall colour. My principle criticism would be of the choreography; something a little livelier and less posed would have suited the young dancers better and they needed to be rather better drilled but this was completely excusable under the circumstances.

Sound, however, was a different issue; apart from the lack of live music, which I much prefer, the karaoke style backing rendered most of the songs virtually inaudible, even from the third row of the audience; this is no criticism of the generally fine vocal talents of the cast, but the circumstances definitely required microphones to give an acceptable balance of sound - I was also a bit bemused to hear a complete recorded version of “Hold it! Flash Bang Wallop” sung by Tommy Steele to which everyone sang along!
It would be hard to single out a poor performance in the show; David Ames was achingly ineffectual as the Emperor, and Stephy Camp a pleasingly domineering Empress; Neil Edwards was a superbly polished villain, it’s hard to believe he only started five years ago! Sarah Brammall as Aladdin gave a very fresh performance, and combined well with Denise Hillier (lovely!) as the Princess to produce a thoroughly charming and believable couple. Lisa Evans as Aladdin’s brother Wishee Washee, interacted effectively with the audience and gave an extremely competent performance - it would have been nice to see more of her. Bamboo and Typhoo (Margaret Boston and Joy Duchesne) were a pleasingly incompetent pair of bumbling policemen - although I thought the (plastic) truncheon blows were a little half-hearted! Billie Duchesne was a very attractive genie; her audience asides were unusual for this type of part, but well-handled. The Grand Vizier and Son (Jan Cassar and Clara Turner) were suitably petty and peevish as minor villains, and all the rest of the company worked very well as a team.
Special mention should go to Jenny Gamache as Widow Twankey, the “Dame”; it must be particularly difficult to attempt a role which is specifically for a man impersonating a woman (and failing) - I trust that she accepts the intended compliment when I say that she was extremely believable! We did lose some of her dialogue during the screamed delivery - but I can’t see how this could have been circumvented whilst maintaining the traditional style. An excellent performance!
Especially given the circumstances of the production, and the obviously chronic lack of men, I find it hard to think of how this could have been a better production, with the one caveat of the sound. Very well done!
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