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GENERAL 
Thank you for requesting a RAFTA adjudication of your pantomime The Queen of Hearts. You well know the purpose of our "in-house" adjudications, but I will remind you that my comments are merely my own views, based upon some experience and modest knowledge, and they are meant to be helpful and to suggest points for consideration. Please take them in that light and accept or reject them as you wish. I do hope that you were not disappointed that I was only available to see your "first night"; I'm sure you would have preferred to 'bed the production in' before exposing it for adjudication, but I thank you all for making me feel very welcome nevertheless. 

ACHIEVEMENT AND EFFORT 

I have only once before visited The Buccaneer Theatre Club, and that was in early 2000, and I recall being impressed on that occasion with your facilities, both on and off stage. It is nice for audience members to feel wanted and your Front of House organization was efficient and friendly in ensuring that each and every patron received a warm welcome. Whilst I saw little in the way of publicity material during my brief journey from the main gate to the theatre, I was much impressed with both your poster, programme and tickets - colourful, informative and eye-catching, they provided all the information needed and I congratulate Ash Raine for his first and very successful sojourn into the world of publicity. I Was delighted to note that your seating facilities had been improved - indeed, there was a distinct lack of 'cushions being carried into the auditorium - and the facilities you provided for yours truly were more than adequate - thank you. Your bar area is now a NO SMOKING facility - you'll never know how good that made me feel (yes I am still on the patches!!) 

The Queen of Hearts by John Crocker and Eric Gilder is an adaptation of a nursery rhyme rather that a traditional panto, but is nevertheless a popular choice for amateur groups, providing as it does plenty of musical opportunity, with good triumphing over evil, moments of slapstick and amusing stage effects and a whole host of colourful characters. I contend that an amateur pantomime production represents a challenge for any club; invariably, it involves stretched resources, both human and financial, and the need to persuade the non-singers and non-dancers to forget inhibitions and go for it! But remember, the 2 important questions that every Pantomime Production team should ask; first, did the audience leave wanting more, and second, did the pace ever flag? - in your case my answers would be "yes" and "only very occasionally". 
SETTING 

Whilst your green room, storage area and wing space are good, and you have an excellent depth to your stage, I again noted the lack of height that constrains your ability to light from directly overhead. Your set design was simple but effective and it all appeared to have been constructed soundly and without fear of imminent collapse! You employed bright colours in keeping with panto set tradition and to brighten the eyes of the assembled children. Much of your setting was minimalist and only occasionally confused the more alert members of the audience. Do be conscious that amusing written signs on flats need to be visible to all members of the audience from all seats, and be aware that panto audiences like to be visibly informed where in the plot the action is taking place - the front of tab scenes would certainly have benefited from the odd signpost or signboard. 

The props appeared to be well made, with the possible exception of the Bumper Biffer (did it last the production run??), and were handled efficiently, whilst the special effects such as the "hiccup water" worked well and caused much amusement. As I said at the time, the use of a real scooter for the Princess to borrow from Penny would have been more effective. 

There were a small number of lighting deadspots, but generally, the overall lighting effect was very good, particularly in view of the height restriction previously mentioned. Ideally members of the cast should learn at an early stage to avoid dead​spots and to "feel" for the bright light, whilst staying in their allotted lit areas. It was a delight, of course, to hear live and recorded music blended so well - the sound effects, too, were well handled. I was particularly pleased to hear some of the original Eric Gilder tunes, which were tuneful and well sung, whilst the Finale chorus was a triumph - in sum, Clare Penny, the MD, well earned the ovation she received and should be congratulated on a job very well done. 

Wendy Reid, too, can take a well-deserved bow for the high standard of costumes on show. Clearly, much time" thought and effort had been expended in making new, altering old and adapting what was available, and the effect was eye​catching and a credit to the production. Make-up too was entirely appropriate to character, over the top where necessary, but controlled and effective, and entirely right for a pantomime. 

PRODUCTION 

Nicky Lally, the Director, had sensibly made some minor cuts and alterations to the script, particularly in updating mid-1960's references - though I was confused why you left in the reference to Green Shield Stamps!! Generally, however, John Crocker's tried and tested format worked well as written. 

All opportunities offered for audience participation, slapstick, songs and humour, were grasped and played, generally, to the full. Furthermore, the pace of the production was very good and cue taking was, for the most part, crisp, whilst voice projection was generally sound. The stage actors looked happy and harmonious and they appeared to work well as a team - as did your stage crew who, commendably, carried out the scene changing quietly and efficiently behind tabs. I must make 

special mention of the tart-making ballet sequence - this was beautifully choreographed and hilariously funny - a perfect climax to Act 1. 

ACTING 

Rather than repeat myself constantly hereafter, I will say that, after the initial first-performance nerves were settled, the actors warmed up and performed well in character - there was certainly sufficient energy and enthusiasm from the cast to please the most critical pantophile. 

Principal Cast: 

The Princess of Hearts (Kim Birchall): Whilst the Princess of Hearts is not the most demanding heroine panto role there is, a pretty and sympathetic young lady who is compatible with the hero is essential - and Kim filled this role precisely as required - she was confident and audible and the audience were with her all the way ​oh yes they were! 

WPC Penny (Buffy Angier): Bright and breezy and full of fun, Buffy played this role very well indeed - her relationship and co-ordination with Bonzo, her faithful hound, were excellent and she gave the impression that she was enjoying every minute of her time on stage - the audience appreciated that enormously. 

Lord High Ace of Hearts (Brian Jiggins): The villain of the piece was played a little too ponderously at first by Brian, but he seemed to warm to the audience's spiteful reaction and ended his performance on a high - he projected well and fulfilled the role with confidence and aplomb. 

Jack. Knave of Hearts (Graham Roden): Playing the naive and mentally​challenged son of the Ace of Hearts was not easy, but Graham interpreted his role well - he, too, was confident on stage, he had excellent presence and vocal range, and appeared to enjoy the comedy elements of his performance - we did, too. 

Bonzo (Ash Raine): What a difficult role this was - Ash's full dog costume, coupled with his presence on stage, appealed instantly to young and old alike - his interpretation of a naughty dog was delightful and he paired very well with WPC Penny to bring this character to life - with his publicity and canine skills, Ash has a great future - Crufts? 

The Prince of Diamonds (Kate Ryan): Looking comfortable and confident on stage, and indulging in a bit of controlled thigh slapping, Kate was every inch the Principal Boy - she knew her script well and soon warmed into her role, and, though it was obvious that the musical elements of panto were not her preferred forte, her all​round experience was obvious in this accomplished performance. 


The King of Hearts (John Raine): 
This, too, is a demanding role, requiring 

the actor to play the dumb partner to the Queen who dominates him and speaks on his behalf - until, that is, the King's triumphant speech "once on a blue moon" in Act 2.  John interpreted this role well and looked precisely the part - his peformance was self-assured and he sang the patter songs penned by Eric Gilder with style and wit. 

The Queen of Hearts (Paul Woods): A seasoned Dame, Paul used his vast experience to excellent effect in his portrayal of the Q of H - his make up was deliberately ott, his costumes were a blaze of colour and his interpretation emphasised that we were watching a traditional panto dame not a "drag" act. He is an experienced actor and a reliable team player, and his self-assured presence on stage was obvious. He varied his voice well, he appealed to the adult members of the audience when appropriate and he still won the hearts of the children who were present - a none too easy balance to achieve. Paul has become a frighteningly realistic and authentic Dame - and long may he continue in the role. 

Rummy (Leon Jokat): Well projected and with ample self-confidence, Leon's performance belied this, his first on-stage appearance! Whilst it is not an overly ​demanding role, it calls for a sense of good comedy timing and a supercilious air ​Leon appeared comfortable and relaxed, and fulfilled the requirements of the role admirably. 

Merlin and Merlout (Mick and Vicci Elsegood): I link together the characters Merlin and Merlout as one might Ant and Dec or, indeed, Dick and Dom - living entirely in their own world, they provide much of the humour of the piece and the Buccaneer stalwarts Mick and Vicci gave them life with their competent and confident performances. 

The Fairy Patience (Sue Rees): Sue made a valiant effort to play the 'Good' element of the panto - from her excellent entrance onwards, she always looked the part, but was unfortunately prompted on a number of occasions and this clearly sapped her confidence and reduced her projection often to an inaudible whisper - I do hope she had a happier experience in the subsequent performances. 


The Racing Demon Snap (Mick Morley): 
The script calls for a young, 

modem and brash interpretation of the 'Evil' representative and Mick tried hard to achieve this - his make-up was excellent, he projected adequately and he appeared fairly comfortable and relaxed in the role - however, he must try to keep in character all the time, watch carefully to ensure that he is well lit and resist the temptation to turn his back to the audience quite so often. 

The Moon Monster (Tracey Woods): This is a cameo role for someone who likes wearing a large costume! 'Tracey played her precisely as written - a shy and retiring, but nevertheless endearing creature, with a delightful Scots lilt to confirm her previous existence in Loch Ness. Tracey sang confidently and projected her voice and character well- she was also ably supported by a fine set of legs! 


Chorus: 
A chorus is always an important element of any pantomime. 

Enthusiasm, vitality, energy and volume are essential ingredients if audience happiness is to be achieved. The numbers of chorus members were good, and they can be congratulated on contributing well to the feel good factor. Well done all! 
SUMMARY 

In sum, this was a most enjoyable production to watch and it was well worth enduring the inevitable hordes of children at a matinee to enjoy your company. There can be no arguing that you gave the audience what they wanted –a traditional pantomime with all the participation they could have wished for, together with well-defined heroes/heroines and villains to cheer and boo as appropriate. The pace of the pantomime flagged little and left the audience well satisfied and thoroughly entertained - OH YES THEY WERE!! Congratulations to the whole company. 
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