Review Oliver, Tarrant Valley Players

LIONEL Bart's hit musical Oliver is deservedly popular with audiences and performers, providing a strong story (based on Charles Dickens' Oliver Twist), memorable songs and terrific set piece numbers.

It is a serious challenge for a small amateur dramatic company, but one that Tarrant Valley Players rose to with distinction at the Anne Biddlecombe Hall at Tarrant Keyneston last week.

The huge demands of this sprawling story meant calling in friends, family and new members to fill the stage with singers, dancers as well as the 19 named characters. The story is familiar.

It starts in an orphanage where the venal Beadle Bumble and his grasping soon-to-be-wife Widow Corney rule their young charges with a rod of iron and a diet of gruel.

One boy, Oliver, dares to ask for a second helping, and so begins his dash for freedom that ends up, co-incidentally and dangerously, in the home of his grandfather.

His flight takes him to the home and coffin workshop of the ghastly Sowerberrys and on to the lair of the old miser Fagin and his team of child thieves, where tart-with-a-heart-of-gold Nancy and her murderous lover Sykes hold sway.

The TVP production, directed by Mandy Sheppard and Adrian Tuite, with Sam Ryall as musical director and accompanist, was a triumph.

Clever use of the small stage transformed workhouse to undertakers to London street to slum den to raucous pub almost seamlessly, and if a few things had to be shelved (most notably the Catch Him! Snatch Him! dash before the start of the song Oliver) the storytelling didn't suffer.

There were some stunning performances in this production, which had some doubling up of leading roles.

I saw Adrian Tuite as a terrific Fagin and Beverley Beck as a moving and loudly convincing Nancy.

The cast also included Rob Chalkley as a powerful Bumble and Michael Leggett, truly frightening as Bill Sykes. The ghastly Sowerberrys were played with relish by Tim and Jenny Munford, and their dog Ianto stood in for Bullseye, complete with white patch and convincing growls and barks!

I also saw a touching Amy Kerby and a spirited Emily Bray as Oliver and the Dodger, roles taken by Jessica Norton and Rory Shafford at other performances.

Bart's show is unique in many ways, having a score packed with unforgettable numbers, and providing its company with a vehicle both for ensemble playing and for starring solo roles.

Tarrant Valley Players did it proud, and special mention must be made of Sam Ryall, who not only coaxed fine singing from his company but performed the whole taxing and challenging score from the piano with gusto, delicacy, great variation and skill - no mean feat with a score intended for a full orchestra. GP-W

