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   I was honoured when approached by St Matthew’s Theatre Players to adjudicate their latest production. As you may imagine theatre is one of my favourite pastimes so the thought of watching a play I had never seen, coupled with the fact I would have the opportunity to write about it, deemed a very exciting prospect.
It was lovely to meet certain members of the company and we were made to feel most welcome on arrival.
When initially briefed on the details of the play I was a little apprehensive as comedy farce is my least favourite genre but I would always remain objective. 
However, arriving at the venue and seeing the audience, which I can only assume was a similar demographic each night, I think the choice of genre and play were absolutely spot on for those the company were reaching. I could not think of a more perfect style of theatre, and when “Run Rabbit” started to play I could almost touch the sense of nostalgia in the room.
As the curtains opened and the set was revealed it took a while to take everything in, there was great attention to detail and it was clear to the audience that much hard work must have gone in to building it. 
As the entire play was set in the same room it was important that interest as well as relevance was achieved. I noticed things in the third act which I hadn’t seen initially and I think it was an intriguing representation of a Vicar, and his wife’s, village home in the 1940’s. That said, while being intriguing, it did not at any point distract from the plot of the play.
 Above all it seemed safe, and accessible for both the actors and any stage hands. The entrances and exits were clear and believable, reflecting the mood and style of the play.  
I have never stood on the stage in that hall but I was told in the interval that there was very little room for manoeuvre behind the set. This is something I wouldn’t have otherwise realised as the French windows gave the impression of plentiful light and space and it seemed a perfectly reasonable prospect that an abundance of beautiful garden acreage lay behind them.
Lighting was subtle and effective and everything seemed to be well on cue with good communication being delivered to and from those back stage. If at all possible it may have been nice to have seen a little more lighting variety to add diversity to a set which didn’t change, and also to convey the different times of the day and night which events were taking place. Perhaps we could have seen a few alternative tones coming from the French windows. 
The sound was always on cue and pitched perfectly in conjunction with other events happening at the time so that it made the correct impact, without drowning out any of the actors and fit the mood perfectly. Again I think a few more gentle background sounds from outside could have been executed, especially when the doors where opened, to create a little more realism and denote what the weather may have been like.
Costumes (or lack of in some cases) hit the nail on the head. They were appropriate for their characters and accentuated differences between each person; complimented both the set and lighting, and enhanced the mood and style of the play. They also were totally relevant to the mid 1940’s theme and changes were fast and believable. Props used were relevant without causing any overall distraction. Make up was appropriate to the period, place and characters. 
I think it’s only fair at this point to talk a little about the actors. Being a relatively small cast gives the added benefit that I should be able to say something about each person. But I must talk first about actual casting. 
What I don’t know about St Matthew’s Theatre Players is how many actors initially wished to be part of the production, or whether they held auditions for the parts. Whatever they did, worked. 
The roles were cast extremely well, each actor seemed to have an excellent understanding of who they were playing, obviously much research went in to it, and perhaps character development workshops were organised to achieve well rounded and believable interpretations of each person, all of which complimented each other perfectly. 
If I was going to be extremely picky I could say that The Intruder was a little young for the part, but nevertheless a good actor can work outside their playing age from time to time and Jason did the role justice. 
This seems like a good time to discuss individual performances. 
I will start with Ida. I thought that Julia played this part to perfection. From the moment she arrived on stage she came across as enthusiastic, kind, cheeky in a naïve yet endearing way, down to earth and likeable, creating empathy from the audience from the very start. Julia was always articulate despite putting on a cockney accent which she maintained throughout and her projection was excellent. It was clear to me that the actress had become very well acquainted with her role. A faultless performance.
Kelly’s interpretation of Miss Skillon provided a perfect contrast to Ida in the initial scenes. She came across as stern, sensible and matter of fact. I likened her to that of Katy Nana from Mary Poppins.  At this point I glanced at my program and when I saw a picture of Kelly I said to myself, “This lady is a good actress” simply because she looked nothing like the person I saw on stage. I am not talking about hair, make up and costume, I am referring to the facial expressions being totally different. She was not Kelly on stage. She was Miss Skillon. However her acting really stepped up a gear when required to play her character drunk. This is not easy at the best of times but Kelly triumphed and provided a superb and highly comical contrast to her earlier uptight portrayal making her the strongest performer in the entire play.     
     While observing George’s jovial interpretation of The Reverend Lionel Toop two words came to mind. Basil Fawlty. My husband was with me for the performance but we did not confer until afterwards so it was highly amusing to see that he had written the exact same thing. Only George will be able to tell us if this was or wasn’t intentional, but it made the performance endearing and we felt an instant likeness and familiarity for him. There were occasional mistakes made which may not have been obvious to the audience but if they were, it didn’t matter and only contributed to the blundering character Toop was, and added more comedy value. The scenes between Lionel and Penelope were delightful as they portrayed the stark differences but also the underlying affection they would have had for one another. Act Three was far stronger during the scenes Lionel was in.
Penelope’s presence was felt before she even came on stage due to her singing, and one could already conjure up a rather accurate account of the strong minded woman she may be. Carla presented this extremely well from the start. It was a huge part, with a lot to learn. It seemed effortless and word perfect. She had great tone to her voice, an excellent understanding of her role, and was quite captivating from the moment she came on stage. Her character was a breath of fresh air for that era and environment. She was determined to push all social boundaries and the audience could not help but applaud her for that. My only note for Carla is that I would have liked to have seen a little more underlying panic in her eyes when The Intruder was holding a gun to her side.  I appreciate she had to appear composed but she looked a little too relaxed, and more likely to be tucking in to tea and cake than be shot, in this particular scene. I think one needs to think about how they would actually react if this were real, and whilst I wasn’t expecting screaming and shouting; she had, after all, been instructed to act normal, a little more desperation on her face would have made it slightly more believable for me. But that was just two minutes from a two hour play, whereby Penelope was on stage for most of it, so overall a fantastic performance.
It came as no surprise to read in the program that Adam has received an award for best actor in the past. He provided a dramatic and slightly flamboyant delivery of Lance Corporal Clive Wilton. He projected beautifully and I could always hear every word. His interpretation of the character was flawless, perfectly timed and provided a great contrast to the other male characters. Although his presence was always felt whilst he was on stage, and he remained in character when not in focus, he never overshadowed other actors which can sometimes happen when you have a lot of charisma.
James was clearly very busy in this production, as if Directing isn’t a big enough job he decided to act in it as well. I have mixed feelings about Director’s taking a role themselves but I do not know the circumstances of this choice, and he definitely cast himself well in the role of Bishop Of Lax which he played with dignity and decorum, once again displaying a great contrast to that of Lionel Toop. His stern and traditional manner came across brilliantly throughout, but was enhanced spectacularly during the farcical scene that arose between Penelope and Clive when he was on stage. Without the assistance of Marie, I doubt it would have been possible for James to perform in the production at all. It was clear in the scenes that James took part in, she must have well and truly stepped in to the Director’s chair to ensure the continued smooth running of events and there were clearly no weaknesses that I could identify in those scenes as a result of James being on stage.
Arthur Humphrey was another very different character who arrived late into the play but still had a good presence thanks to Luke who portrayed him as quiet and articulate, which of course stood out like a sore thumb against the loud, calamitous mayhem which was being distributed elsewhere. Of course gradually, after spending a little time in the vicarage he became a little less normalised. By this point there were three or four men wearing vicar costumes and the contrast in characters was paramount.
I have already briefly touched on my thoughts on The Intruder in that I would have liked him to have been marginally older but Jason did a great job and his German accent was commendable as it’s a difficult one at the best of times, but ever more so when no one else is speaking in it.  My note for Jason is to speak up a little so people at the back can hear, and make sure diction is clear and tone is contrasting. Again more difficult when trying to sustain a challenging accent. Also Jason really needs to try not to smile while onstage if playing a hostile character. I know it’s difficult, especially acting in a farce, but I would have liked to have seen more menace from the villain of the piece and I think the smiles distracted from it. Do not be disheartened by these comments. It was a good performance and these elements will develop over time.
Billy had a long time to wait for his performance and sitting back stage is one of the most nerve racking parts. However it was worth the wait, he delivered a powerful cameo role coupled with plenty of humour and charisma contributing to a perfect crescendo in the last few scenes.
Last but most certainly not least I feel that James and his assistant Marie must have been a terrific directing team throughout the rehearsal process to produce such a triumphant play. I could see that time and effort was poured in to blocking those scenes and making sure they were accurate, whilst being natural and true to each character. 
The space was always used well, and with no scene changes to hide behind, people’s positioning on stage was crucial to maintaining the visual variety.  The pace of the whole piece was fantastic and although the comedy timing and delivery is down to the actors as well, it wouldn’t be possible without a truly dedicated director and assistant director and it was clear to see that they had a great understanding of the play as well.
At the beginning of this review I mentioned that I am not a fan of farce. I shouldn’t have said that. However it was the truth. But I think St Matthew’s Theatre Player’s may have educated me somewhat and I would even go as far as to say changed my mind. The piece was delivered with amazing comic timing, all the actors were extremely strong, consistent and professional with no weak links. The production was witty, fast flowing and brought to life by the individual interpretation of characters. There were many one to one scenes which were wordy and complicated but the actors never faltered and I didn’t see a single requirement for prompting. The far-fetched humour was captured effortlessly culminating in a hilarious conclusion. 
The new Major was also in attendance on this particular night and it was clear that he enjoyed the show as much as the rest of us.   A fantastic play, great set and highly talented actors and director. You should be very proud of yourselves. I can’t wait to see the next production.           
   
       
      



            
    
