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Sundene

cheltenham operatic and dramatic society

The Wizard of Oz 
Everyman Theatre, Cheltenham
June 10

Director: Michael Barwick 
     Choreographer: Sara Harwood
       MD: Karen Gillespie 





   Assisted by: Zoë Harwood

This is a popular family show, which had a lively opening with well-defined characters and a simple cornfield backcloth taking us to Kansas.  Toto won the hearts of the audience with his obvious stage fright, but he behaved beautifully and the cast were not distracted by his sudden departures from the stage.  I found the effect of the ‘twister’ and the arrival of the house in Munchkinland disappointing.  I almost missed the house, which had fallen onto the witch and had to look hard for it.  Once there, the colourful set and costumes were a delight.  The young Munchkins were well disciplined, they sang, spoke and danced with energy and confidence.  They were a credit to director Michael Barwick, as it must have taken a tremendous amount of work to achieve such a set of polished performances.  The four main characters worked well as a team, giving excellent performances, and were well supported by the rest of the cast.  Hannah Bennett as Dorothy was confident in the role.  Matthew Crumpton, as the Scarecrow, was amazingly flexible, I do not know how he did it, he was ‘Mr Rubber Limbs’.  Ben Perkins as the Lion brought out the humour of the part without going over the top and held several demanding poses so well, especially in the poppy field.  Gary Rawlings as the Tin Man sang and moved well but was a little over amplified.  All those playing dual roles showed positive character differentiation.  The chorus’s singing and dancing brought an extra dimension to the production, particularly in the poppy field and Jitterbug scenes.  The girls chorus singing from the orchestra pit gave those scenes an ethereal quality.  The 16-piece band under the baton of Alan Gillespie was well controlled and confident from the start, always sympathetic to the cast.

There are so many changes of scene demanded by this show and you obviously wanted to bring the full flavour of each to your audiences. There were some lovely sets, which were lit atmospherically, but I think you gave yourselves some technical headaches with complex scene changes, which slowed down the pace of the show and made some of the children watching it a bit fidgety.  Having said that good use was made of the flying opportunities with Glinda arriving on her moon, some of the ‘flying monkeys’ actually flying in, and Miss Gulch pedalling across the sky on her bicycle during the twister.  Director Michael Barwick obviously had fun with this production.

