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Panto’s special guest star is truly Jaws-dropping

Talented: Curtis Pritchard as Dick Whittington (second from left) lived up to his star billing

Fresh take on Sleeping
Beauty has lotsa LOLs

Hark the heraldry: Sleeping Beauty’s cast included Paul Tonkin as the King and Ross Telfer as the Jester (centre)

EXCITEMENT was in the air as
children and adults gathered for
Henley’s pantomime, Sleeping
Beauty, at the Kenton Theatre.

There were flashing rainbow
wands and swords before the
Saturday matinee performance
even started. And what better way
to get into the Christmas spirit with
a bit of pantomime silliness?

Written and directed by Heather
Simpkin, Sleeping Beauty was
packed full of jokes for adults and
children alike — and even a joke
about Brexit, calling it the Great
British Break Off, didn’t dampen
the atmosphere.

With an impressive cast, we were
taken through the well-known tale
of Sleeping Beauty, but this was
modern and fresh, with acronyms
galore — there were BFFs and
definitely lots of LOLs.

Narrating the story was the
Jester, played brilliantly by Ross
Telfer, who bridged the gaps
between scenes with true wit and
was definitely an audience
favourite.

Unlike Maleficent, played by
Mary Stewart, who got lots of boos.
She was suitably evil in a black
sequinned dress and shining horns.

Arriving on stage with her
gargoyle, Number One, played by
Cole Dunn, smoke whirled into the
audience, lights flashed and
characters gasped.

The children loved it, squealing
with anger, as she cursed baby Briar
Rose to become “Sleeping Beauty”.

Her evil character did not
disappoint and at the end, when she
turned into a dragon, the staging
was impressive.

Even nasty characters can make
jokes and she threatened the
Henley crowd that booing her
would result in losing our Waitrose.

“No more quinoa, or turmeric
lattes,” she cackled, saying instead
that she hoped we were good at
defrosting because we would be
facing an “Iceland Christmas”.

However, as Heather Simpkin
wrote in her programme notes,

“being silly is a very serious
business”. And how true this is.

Although the cast fell about the
stage, made silly jokes, laughed and
even climbed into the audience
looking for spinning wheels, the
production was sleek and
professional.

With only six cast members, they
did an excellent job of changing
characters (and many costumes!),
keeping up the high energy
throughout, barely getting a break
off stage.

All the cast members were
excellent and deserved real praise.
The staging was also cleverly
devised, with a castle backdrop and
screens which came down to reveal
the woods or the thorns.

At one point, as Prince Gorgeous
languished in Maleficent’s prison,
the stage was dark and a skeleton
dangled from a rock at the front. It
was imaginative and atmospheric.

Along with smoke, bright lights
and glitter exploded on to the stage
and, with excited cries from the

young audience, there were even
bubbles.

Modern as it may have been,
using soundtracks from recent films
and TV shows — including Tr o l l s ,
The Greatest Showman, Mission:
Impossible, a Fr o z e n teaser and even
Peppa Pig — it didn’t lack in
pantomime tradition, and the
audience loved shouting out “Oh
no he’s not” and “Oh yes he is” at
various intervals.

As King Droopy Drawers, played
by Paul Tonkin, looked for
Maleficent’s gargoyle, the audience
took great pleasure in saying “He’s
behind you!”

Prince Gorgeous, played by
Jessica Condon, satisfied the cross-
dressing element of pantomime —
and with a twist, because he is from
a land far, far away (the prince
came from Australia).

Arriving on stage, Prince
Gorgeous got the audience
shouting, “Aussie, Aussie, Aussie,
Oi, Oi, Oi,” much to their delight.

In a tender scene, Betty Jones,

playing Sleeping Beauty, enthralled
the audience with her powerful
voice as she and Prince Gorgeous
sang A Million Dreams from The
Greatest Showman, upon meeting.

It demonstrated that the cast
could be as silly as you like but they
were also skilled and this scene,
along with a slow-motion sword
fight, made for great theatre.

Saturday’s performance was good
family fun, and even when the
Jester declared his hatred for Mr
Tumble (shock horror!) the
audience laughed and shouted and
clapped and cheered.

At the end, as children were
invited up on to the stage,
Lawrence, aged eight, said his
favourite song was A Million
Dreams, and that summed up the
afternoon because it was everything
you could dream of from a local
pantomime.

It was magical, modern and even
Maleficent couldn’t dampen the
festive cheer.

Laura Healy

Re v i e w
Sleeping Beauty, Kenton
Theatre, December 14

all the while. The dance
numbers, performed by the
Jackie Palmer Stage School,
main cast members and the
six-person ensemble, were
brilliant, but basic.

A few lifts, spins and
shimmies to get the
audience to come alive

before the spotlight was on
Curtis, dancing his way into
our hearts, proving himself
to be the talented dancer
we’d seen strutting his stuff
on Dancing with the Stars.

As always, a good
traditional panto will have
its bumps and mistakes —

after all, in the spirit of
panto that just adds to the
fun.

While panto is serious
business it is also seriously
silly. If a panto was perfect,
we wouldn’t get half as
much heart. Dick
Whittington gave us some

ridiculously wonderful slip-
ups — two misplaced
balloon breasts, an early
curtain call leaving Idle Jack
on the opposite side of the
scene, and some
deliberately delightful
tongue-twisting faux pas.

In a pantomime where
characters speak in rhyme,
song and various cat noises,
Dick Whittington really was
a sight to see for people of
all ages.

From ludicrously long-
running innuendos based on
supermarket foods to the
classic Mr Who, Mr What,
and Mr I Don’t Know
routine based on
misunderstanding.

What stood out for me
the most was the gorgeous
costume design, with each
member of the cast dressed
in fantastic and creative
flair.

Not to say that the Dame
(Thomas Howes) still wasn’t
the star of the wardrobe fit.
Being by far the most
colourful and extravagant
while still keeping his
nonchalant but sassy
attitude.

Until January 5.
Jessica Clark

Re v i e w
Dick Whittington
Wycombe Swan
Sunday, December 15

FLASHING light-wands,
mini tubs of ice cream and
of course, a terrifyingly
giant mechanical shark
were, for me, the things that
made this stand out from
the rest.

Wa i t … what?
A colossal shark.
Yes. You read me right.
The mighty Jaws even

eclipsed headliner Curtis
Pritchard in my fond
memories of this panto and
took the entire audience by
surprise — prompting
screams and cheers as it
opened its mouth to reveal
a swallowed Idle Jack
(Adam C Booth).

Although the shark stole
the show, Curtis Pritchard,
the brother of Strictly’s AJ
Pritchard, showed that
dancing does run in the
family.

Curtis as Dick
Whittington displays just
how good a dancer he really
is, dazzling the audience
and wearing suede leggings

Business leader was
‘Madejskic’ in role

Innocent abroad: Justin Fletcher as Buttons encounters
Kate Eaves and Emma Jane Wylde as Cinderella’s sisters

Re v i e w
Cinderella Part 2
Kenton Theatre
December 4

A PACKED house at the
Kenton Theatre eagerly
awaited the mystery of what
could be in store for “The
Mrs Charming Years”, aka
Cinderella Part 2.

We had a fun show with
lots of laughs, although I’m
still not very certain of what
or where exactly the story
was going — but who cares?
It’s pantomime after all!

The cast appearing for
the Chiltern Centre for
disabled children had
limited rehearsal time and
their efforts were greatly
appreciated by all, and if
many lines went awry, we
didn’t really mind — such
is the joy of this genre. It’s
the way you tell ’em, and
tell ’em they did.

Lewis Jones doubled up
on roles and was the
linchpin for the show, ably
assisted by a confident
Dandini (when she wasn’t
checking her insta feed,
lol!) and charming Mrs
Charming, aka Cinderella,
played by Nina Wilden —
who coincidentally played
Cinderella once before at
the Kenton in 2010.

Charlie Parker-Swift was
a lovable and cheeky
Buttons, adding great
comedic value to the night.

Sir John Madejski, as the
King — a role he appeared
to rather enjoy! — uttered
the best line of the show
with his frequent insistence
that his title be pronounced

“Madejski” rather than
“Majesty”.

Vince Hill was very
popular as Baron Hardup
and led the audience in a
moving rendition of
Edelweiss.

Clive Jackson of Doctor
and the Medics fame
claimed this was his first
panto, but was most
proficient on the stage in
the role of the “Spirit in the
Sky” — no wonder so many
celebs head to panto, it
seems to fit them rather
well.

Mike Sterling, as the
Prince, sang She’s Out of My
Life, displaying the voice for
which he’s known, and
other songs included Yo u ’ve
Got a Friend, Short Term
Af f a i r and I Was Born to
Love You. Ben Portsmouth
and Carol Decker also
performed.

All in all, it was a fun way
to spend a Wednesday
evening — raising money
for a worthwhile charity
and spreading some mirth,
along with a chance to see
some household names
mucking about in good
panto style.

Muffin Hurst

Special FX must be
seen to be believed

Re v i e w
Cinderella
Hexagon, Reading
Friday, December 13

warm affection, all set in a
proliferation of colourful
costumes, characters and
s c e n e r y.

Two of the major
highlights were the horse
and carriage taking the
belle to the ball, quite
simply an incredible
animatronic (ahem, I mean
magical) feat, and then
something that just has to
be seen to be believed — the
balloon ballet.

Everything that is
loveable about Mr Tumble
and everything that makes
a dame and her sidekick
what they are was captured
in this unique spectacle,
featuring “Busty Darcel”
and “Rudolph Nurofen.”

With timings carried out
to perfection and the old
classic panto skits made to
feel as fresh as a daisy (Oh
yes they were!) and a big
topping of happy ever after,
this was grand stuff.

To Sunday, January 5.
Natalie Aldred

Panto listings — page 29

THE delightful funfest that
is panto at the Hexagon
brought lots of razzle-
dazzle, moving moments
and happy vibes.

This year, joining the
Cinderella writing team as
well as playing the beloved
Buttons, national treasure
Justin Fletcher whipped up
both cast and audience
alike into a frenzy of
rocking out and having a
ball.

Marvellous Paul Morse
as the delectably squishy
Nanny Cuddles also got
everyone into the swing of
things with escapades in
Hardup House, sorting out
the nonsense of twisted
sisters Pollyanna and Pot
Pourri and the hilariously
monikered Madame
Botemme (a talented
Rachel Delooze, also
playing the polar opposite
Fairy Godmother).

The coupling of Gracie
Johnson (Cinderella) and
Go!Go!Go! team member
Carl Tracey (Prince
Barnaby) made for a perfect
pitch, while all around them
fun and games ensued, in
this enchanting tale.

There was lots of lovely
banter and audience
interaction, with a great
sense of inclusion and
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