CRANBROOK OPERATIC & DRAMATIC SOCIETY
South Pacific – The Queen’s Theatre, Cranbrook School

Once again, CODS gave their audience a truly entertaining evening and I was pleased to see a full house on Saturday night – proof that 50-year old musicals can still put the ever-needed “bums on seats”.  South Pacific has both a very powerful story (only the second musical ever written which tackled the question of colour prejudice) and some of Rodgers & Hammerstein’s most melodious songs.

There are great character roles in this show but the vital principals are Nellie Forbush and Emile de Becque.  CODS chose well in Emma Hancock and Keith Hedley who both sang with ease.  Emma portrayed her character particularly well although I felt she was perhaps a little too ‘showy’ at the start (this could have been her interpretation of Nellie being rather nervous with Emile).  She soon settled down and gave a fabulous performance of “Wash that Man” and a very powerful ending to Act 1.  CODS are lucky to have such all-round talent in their ranks!  Keith portrayed the French planter with confidence, showing great warmth to his children and was clearly in love with Nellie.  He has a lovely voice but I would have liked a bit more of a French accent particularly in the singing, to balance the well-maintained American accents.

Bloody Mary was wonderfully played by Barbara Gray, her experience being used to great effect to get all the comedy and the pathos across without going ‘over the top’.  Robin Harrison played Joe Cable with ease – his singing, as always, was a real delight.  I felt he was perhaps a little ‘light footed’ for a military man (maybe heavier shoes or boots would have helped).
David Jackson was a very entertaining Luther Billis and headed a strong group of lads who worked well together.  It was fantastic to see some very athletic young men on the stage and I hope they’ve “caught the bug”!  The girls troupe did a great job supporting Nellie in an entertaining routine for “Wash that Man”.  They moved well for Bali Hai but I would have preferred to see more use made of the dancers, particularly in the opening of Act 2.  All of the supporting roles were good, particularly Vicky King as a beautiful and graceful Liat and the delightful two youngsters playing Ngana and Jerome.
Staging South Pacific can be difficult with 25 scenes in all, but CODS used cloths and gauzes to great effect to speed up transition from one to another.  It must have been a good backstage crew to make the change-overs happen so smoothly!  The palm trees image at the start was particularly effective to get the audience in the mood and the camouflage cloth in the office scene was a great idea.  The image of Bali Hai was used to considerable effect thanks to great lighting effects and that the backcloth was moved slightly between scenes to depict the view from a different part of the island – very subtle!  My only criticism (and I know I am being very picky now!) related to the ‘white’ table and chairs in the de Becque residence – why weren’t the insides of the legs painted as well?

Sound effects were particularly good;  I really felt the planes were flying overhead.  Costumes were appropriate except that I’d have liked to see a few more matching trousers in the uniforms and even a bit of ironing – they are military personnel after all!  And why was Jerome in M&S pyjamas?!
The orchestra supported the singers well after a few ‘interesting’ moments near the beginning. Overall the sound was good, if a little loud over some of the dialogue.
Mike and Jenny Caridia should be congratulated for producing a thoroughly entertaining show, full of energy while allowing the emotion to come across to their appreciative audience.

