CORNWALL DRAMA ASSOCIATION

A service to amateur drama in Cornwall
CDA Adjudication of a Pantomime

Probus Parish Players’ Production of

The Little Mermaid
Seen on 16th February by Jo Nicolle and Janice Smith

This report and comments therein can only relate to the particular performance seen by the
Adjudicators, and any observations made may not have been valid at other performances. The
Adjudication report is designed to applaud excellence, to recognise talent and to encourage self-
reflection which leads towards higher standards in Amateur Theatre in Cornwall.

INTRODUCTION

The Hans Christian Andersen story of the mermaid who longs to fall in love and become

human is perhaps best known these days from the Disney animated film version. This
pantomime follows the Disney storyline, and the Warren McWilliams script nods to this with
the amusingly subtle changes of some character names alluded to in the dialogue. There were
also some nice local references eg to ‘Probusonia’, Trudgeons and Mary’s pasties. The traditional
pantomime themes of good versus evil, danger and rescue, bonds of friendship, and true love
triumphing over all adversity were clearly present. The perennial problem of a very large juvenile
chorus as well as a substantial number of named characters in the cast, playing in a venue which
was not primarily designed for theatrical productions is one task faced by the Director, along
with presenting the plot well and deciding on the balance of drama, comedy, music and dance in
the production. How Probus Parish Players addressed these challenges is detailed below.

STAGE PRESENTATION

Sets and set dressing:
At curtain up we saw King Triton’s undersea kingdom depicted on back flats, with the

suggestion of his castle in the background and a variety of sea creatures including a turtle, a
small school of seahorses and fish, with rocks and coral, all on a pale watery wash which
contrasted with the darker Sea Witch’s lair and its use of neon to outline the coral and jellyfish.
Later on other flats gave us a seascape with grey silhouette of a large sailing vessel on the
horizon, cliff top houses and leaping dolphins, and in Act Two the palace ballroom with
balustraded walkways, pillars and curtained opera house style balconies with swathed curtains
and lavish stairs, which were just right for the palace setting These were all well painted in a
pantomime cartoon style and were effective for setting the scenes firmly in place. They also
needed more work to switch than a roller backdrop would take, so various Front of Tabs scenes
covered the changes, and they were achieved with no disruption to the flow of the plot. Both
underwater kingdoms were dressed with suitable thrones, Triton’s with a scallop shell backrest,
Octavia’s with octopus tentacles. The ‘storm at sea’ scene had a filmy fabric wave of blue at



knee height downstage, and a good sized rickety looking sailing ship with a collapsing mast for
Captain Aargh, Dame Dusty and Prince Derek to be shipwrecked from. The sheet moved a little
too high in the gale and we could see some actors’ legs, but this is a small point in a very well-
presented scene and the shipwreck was very well done. The seagull puppet on strings hanging
from the flies worked well and was very funny with the well timed and well placed avian
offerings! Set dressing was rightly kept to a minimum to accommodate the movement of the
large cast.

Lighting:

From the start, gobos and lights trained on the ceiling told us we were under water. Gobos,
sometimes through haze, also swirled in spirals, ran in bubbles, gave us geometric hard shapes,
all to enhance the placement of a scene, or add to the drama of that moment in the storyline.
Coloured LEDs underscored the emotional tenor or shift of a scene, and highlighted specific
character traits. So we saw green and purple for the evil Octavia, deeper and deeper reds for Dr
Love’s attempts to make Meriel and Prince Derek fall in love, red and blue flashes for the storm
at sea, and a hazy lilac for the dance routine to the Ed Sheeran number. Spots were used to
follow characters front of tabs, and light solo singers, and also very effectively on the main stage
with a warm gold spot to highlight Meriel losing her voice to Octavia, where a penlight torch
represented the soaring notes travelling to the shell box. Moving heads were intensely bright and
powerful. They were good in the energetic company numbers, but also swung over the audience
quite often in a dazzling show of blinding light. It is marvellous to have access to all these
lighting tricks, but sometimes ‘less is more’; and perhaps they were overused, seemingly just for
the sake of using them. UV uplighting accentuated the luminous, neon colours in Octavia’s
tentacle skirt and the dancers’ fluorescent make up and netting on their sleeves. The latter was
most effective in the dance sequences, the former a bit disconcerting until you realised what
these occasional transient flashes of light indicated as Octavia walked past the uplighters.
Sound:

Initially the sound levels seemed rather high, but the opening FOT number showed that face
mics were suitably matched in volume. More is said about backing tracks and songs in ‘Musical
Direction’ so it is enough here to recognise the timeliness of track and mic cueing which were
good. There were some well chosen sound effects to set a scene — the plash of the waves near
the shore building to the ‘storm at sea’ wind and crashing wave noises. Other SFX such as the
toilet flush were there to provide (especially the younger members of the audience) with a laugh.
All were well timed and of a suitable volume to get the audience’s attention.

Properties:

Aargh’s very large map (with the Captain’s scripted nod to panto exaggeration), his globe and
pistol were all used for comic effect to point a joke. The huge contract simply entitled ‘Small
Print’ was nicely tongue in cheek. Prince Derek used his broom like every wannabee pop star
uses any domestic implement as a fake microphone, and it enabled him to sweep the seagulls
off stage at the end which was a lovely touch and one he clearly enjoyed! The Junior Chorus
made the most of their inflatable instruments, playing them with enthusiasm. The beach ball
and the giant pasty were well thrown and deftly caught. The shell jewellery box looked good for
catching Meriel’s voice, and the manacles and chains on Bastian and Triton were of a good size
for visibility from the audience. The red hearts lifted by the gulls in the Dr Love scene were
apposite to the scene, as were the fine details like the heart-topped pen for Pedro, but we weren’t



quite sure about the relevance of the enormous fish held up SL — it was a most impressive size
though, and was it worshipped by the seagulls?
Costumes and make-up:

Costumes were beautifully made and effective and the attention to detail for each and every
member of the large cast was very impressive. This was a theatre company which had clearly
worked extremely hard and imaginatively on costumes.

Meriel and her sisters looked exactly right in the metallic lurex with the frilled chiffon/net in lieu
of a mermaid’s tail. Lovely choices of colours from hot pink and navy and warm copper to pale
turquoise, mauve and gold. The sheath style suited each sister, and the face make up matched
each dress for tone. Their gauzy fabric skirts for the dance were well matched with the
waistcoats and knee breeches of their partners. It was a good idea to give King Triton the same
metallic fabric, but in a multitude of hues, in his shift and cloak, and he sported a nice plush
crown over the generous white hair and beard. Octavia was a great contrast in dark purple with
a crinoline to make her seem to glide, octopus like, across the stage, and the neon colours
outlining the skirt tentacles worked well when lit with the UV lighting. Her dark make up on the
throat as well as eyes and cheeks worked to contour her face for evil, and the net fingerless
gloves and spiky headdress were good. The change into a more human looking overskirt in Act
Two was well done. Prince Derek looked regal in a blue Regency style coat and breeches with a
gold waistcoat and white stockings and buckled shoes. The later change to mulberry to
harmonise with Meriel’s violet was good. His make up was good under the lights but we did
wonder about the rather bright scatlet lip colour for the character. His parents, the King
splendid in gold breeches under a long ‘ermine’ trimmed cloak, and a dove grey with plenty of
bling at satin gloved wrists and around the neck for the Queen, with a pretty short red cape,
looked monarchical enough, and their herald was just right in crushed crimson velvet with lacy
jabot and a nice tall staff. Bastian in red coat and shiny leggings with a good red and white make
up, eyes on his hat, and a great set of crab claws was correctly colourful and instantly
recognisable as the ‘continuity’ character who carries the plot forward often. The sidekick
Flipper was a nice contrast in yellow and blue, with spiked up hair and a cheeky grin under the
make up.

Captain Aargh, with his ‘Pirates of the Caribbean’ dreadlocks and goatee beard under a rather
more luxuriant moustache, was correctly attired in more sober browns, with ragged sleeves, a
loose long belted waistcoat and a battered looking cocked hat. The cutlass at his waist was a
good size, and the change to a crimson satin blouson at the end was right for his attendance at
the wedding. Dame Dusty had a selection of exuberant costumes: the panelled skirt with spots
and stripes and block colours was just right for the traditional panto Dame’s first entrance, and
her sparkly, spool heeled, red bowed shoes were very good with all the outfits. Her parti
coloured eye make up worked well with the conventional rouged cheeks and pout mouth. Her
nautical dress was good with the captain hat, over an auburn wig. Her ballgown, all satin, glitter,
teather and flounce (one bit of the flounce appeared to be trailing a little, but this would have
been rectified by the next performance) was matched with a multicoloured wig, and looked quite
stunning, It was nearly outdone by the startlingly vibrant blue hair to go with the silver and
black costume with its trimming of turquoise boas. The electric eels’ costumes were very clever
with red lipped mouths worn over the actors’ heads and the camouflage and acid green coils
wound round seaweed coloured head to toe costumes. Clearly easy to move in, but probably
rather hot to wear, these were imaginative and clever as well as achieving the very humorous



look desired for the Comedy Duo — their ties worn for the wedding were just one more example
of attention to detail. Dr Love and Pedro, in bright white with red heart accents, looked slightly
sleazy and ‘American Gameshow’ presenter-like, a fitting look for their role of discovering
which song will do the ‘love’ trick!

The seagulls in pale blue dungarees over white tops, with beaked head coverings and gull-grey
wings and bird feet looked comical. The dancers in their black with gathered white and neon
netting, and fluorescent braids woven into their hair, and luminous paint on hands and face for
the UV light scenes were right for their dance routines. The Chorus, in lurex leggings and
white/printed tops were good in their uniformity, their sea creature masks and the neon octopus
and lobster costumes were effective. The stripy nautical tops for What Shall We Do with the
Drunken Sailor were a simple nod to the song. The little ghost in the dungeon was also given
attention to detail even though only on stage for a moment. The change into jive circular style
skirts and complementary tops for the Swing the Mood number was most effective.

Altogether the costumes added greatly to the visual value of the show, and the Wardrobe
department are to be congratulated.

STAGE DIRECTION

The task of moving large numbers of Junior Chorus members on and off the stage efficiently,

as well as around it, was achieved with good cast discipline, and the imaginative use of all the
exits available — so as well as the side wings, we saw en masse entrances through the hall door
SR and from the back of the auditorium. This last was also used for dramatic/comic entrances
by some of the principals, notably the Electric Eels who interacted with members of the
audience as they came down the rake to the stage. There were no elevated stage sections beyond
the main acting area, but the floor at the front of the stage was used by the Juniors for some of
the big Company numbers so for the audience on the stepped seating there was little or no
masking, The decision to use back flats rather than roller drops for scenery meant longer scene
changes, and these were neatly covered by front of curtain antics which were well judged and
entertaining, either allowing another musical number or for a comedy set piece. These worked
well and the audience was not aware of sound or movement behind the proscenium curtain —
well done the scene shifters! There was a good correlation between the demands of the
dramatic plot and the musical pieces. More is said in the next section about these, but it is
sometimes a difficult balance to achieve: the story needs to move forward with continuity for
the audience, but modern pantomime has come to represent opportunities for showcasing
particular talents in song, dance and comic performance, and it is the director’s job to see that
the central plot is still at the core of the show. In this production we saw a happy cohesion
between all these elements, and that shows directorial authority. It was evident that much careful
rehearsal had gone into the stage business, where an apparently simple action requires a lot of
work. So here the ‘seagulls squabbling over the pasty’ sequence was well choreographed, and the
positioning of the puppet gull — though not without challenge! — over Aargh’s hat at the right
line in the poem was very funny. The director has to judge when to let some characters have
license to ad-lib, and both the Dame and the Comedy Duo were given this freedom to good
comic effect. Otherwise there was good line/dialogue discipline in clarity of diction and
projection: having face mics helps, but clear enunciation is a matter of directorial control as well
as individual cast experience, and there was good evidence of both here. This was particularly
seen when the dialogue was rich with puns, and needed timing and articulation. Timing, pace



and attack were all good, with lots of positive energy in both individual performances and in the

Ensemble. Well done.

MUSICAL DIRECTION and DANCE DIRECTION

Musical numbers were well chosen either to advance the plot or to showcase some particularly

good solo voices. Proud Mary was a good powerful start to the show, with the strong, melodic
lead voice and an opportunity to see the whole Chorus in lively action to the beat. Six, with its
lyrics changed to suit the mermaid sisters, introduced us to the girls, (occasionally the level of
the backing track swamped the words of some softer voices here) and the simple choreography
was designed to show off their costumes — looking quite stunning all together in the line up —
and to allow some good profile arms and hands work, with the audience clapping along to the
lively jumping dance beat. Prince Derek showed that in another, non-royal, life he might have
headed in the ‘heavy rock’ direction for his raucous rendition of I Believe in a Thing Called Love.
He was ably supported by some of the principals and Chorus in this ‘air guitar’ favourite. [
Predict a Riot gave Octavia, Corky and Crusty the chance to show how well (or comically out of
tune in the case of the two eels) they could put over the rocking Kaiser Chiefs anthem, with the
energy of the dancers rhythmically adding to the spectacle. Drunken Sailor was a nice chance to
hear the juvenile Chorus sing a capella. How Wi/l I Know showcased Meriel’s pretty soprano, with
some nice scooping steps and armography, and the gradual build up of entry of the Choruses as
the song progressed. Thinking Out Lond was a pleasingly quiet ballad, with its acoustic guitar
accompaniment (perhaps Prince Derek might after all have turned to folk/ballad singing instead
of heavy metall) The stage was well used during this song to allow for three sets of action at
once, a feast for the audience. Mariel danced at stage right as if to the Prince’s singing at stage
left, whilst the partner choreography behind was stylised, synchronised and effective under a
dimmer coloured light through haze. Born This Way was a dramatic end of the first half with its
‘wavy’ choreography, effectively coordinated neon hand movements, and pulsating rhythm to a
dynamic vocal performance.

Act Two started with the Swing The Mood /Rock Around the Clock medley of jive numbers,
allowing Captain Aargh and Dame Dusty the chance to sing in the Elvis rock’n’roll style while
the chorus choreography matched the musical era with plenty of lively swing and stepping work.
The catchy tune and fast lyrics of Dance with Me Tonight, where song and dance really melded
together, showed us turning, crisp stepping, rhythmic swaying and some great arm movement.
The Sea Witch’s I Put a Spell on You was a good contrast in its slow, insistent beat and dramatic
delivery, and with chorus graceful dance armography, utilising the fluorescent sleeve net to full
advantage. Dr Love Medley is mentioned elsewhere, but was amusing and dynamic as well as
melodious and ultimately successful! (Well done Prince Derek and Meriel for holding the ‘freeze’
for so long). The Benny Hill Chase scene medley was very funny with its change of pace, slo-
mo elements and well timed entrances and exits. Shut Up and Dance/ Never Gonna Not Dance Again
were good choices for the Walkdown and the Finale: they were exuberant and joyful, clearly
delighted the audience who clapped along enthusiastically, and equally clearly enjoyed by the
cast.



INDIVIDUAL PERFORMANCES

Mariel:

A lovely, lively interpretation of the titular protagonist. A range of facial expressions which
allowed the viewers to share every emotion the character has, from eager anticipation to
indecision and worried concern, to hope and joy, all served to warm the audience to this young
mermaid, longing for greater experience of the world above her watery home. Movement and
gesture echoed this eagerness, her confident, business-like manner about the stage encapsulated
this role and there was sincerity in the vocal speaking and singing performance. The mime, when
rendered speechless by her pact with Octavia, was clear and effective. Her work with the very
small member of the audience getting him to explain her story to Prince Derek was sweetly
done. We couldn’t hear much of what the tot said, but he was clearly enraptured, not daunted,
by his foray onto the stage! A pretty singing voice, and really good interaction with her sisters,
Octavia and with the Prince. Well done.

Octavia:

A vibrant singing voice, it was showcased in the opening number as well as in her role as
villainess in the underwater kingdom. Good arrogant speech with facial expressions and gestures
to match, she was a commanding presence in movement around the stage. Perhaps a more
dramatic entrance onto the acting area would have ‘announced’ the arrival of this wicked witch
of the sea even more profoundly. Changes to her costume during I Put a Spell on You were done
unhurriedly and effectively upstage, and the travel into the box of the light containing Meriel’s
voice was well handled. Singing was strong and melodic. Good interaction with the audience,
and very well deserved Boo and Hiss responses. Well done.

Dame Dusty:

This long established panto role was given a twist with a female in the part, and it worked really

well. The actor was confident and assured, with a relaxed rapport with the audience. The
traditional responses to the Dame — in this case waking the narcoleptic Nanny to the Prince
every time she fell asleep — was enthusiastically engaged in by adults and children alike with her
continued encouragement. Her many costume changes were managed well and the apparent
flounce failure on the ballgown at the beginning of Act Two was rightly ignored. A good
generous voice, nice strutting walk and lovely ‘three quarters on to the audience’ conventional
Dame stance made for a well rounded performance that enhanced the show and was much
enjoyed by the audience.

Captain Aargh:

Lots of opportunities for physical humour as well as verbal quips in this role as the nautical
captain. Reaction to the seagull’s ‘presents’ was all the funnier for being anticipated by the
viewers, but a surprise to the character; and little asides to the audience (eg about the curiously
large map) and the many opportunities to play on his name, especially in his first scene with
Dame Dusty, was rightly awarded with as many groans as laughs! A pleasing singing voice in the
Swing’ medley with a nice nod to Elvis, and very good piratical stance, this was a strong
performance throughout.

Triton:

Carrying the impressively large trident with aplomb, we could believe in the commanding
presence of the King of the Deep. We saw the fond father as well as authoritative ruler of his
kingdom, and a good deep voice enhanced the interpretation as did an upright carriage and



deliberate movements. A good contrast of voice and demeanour when slumped in the seat, in
chains, in Octavia’s lair, the audience was glad to see the imposing figure return at the end.
Prince Derek:

A fine singing voice whose chromatic range was given scope as well as his ability to perform

different styles of song. The use of a tall broom as microphone enhanced the rock number, and
contrasted with the softer Thinking Out Loud where the actor could also display talent as an
acoustic guitar player. A good sense of rhythm and fluidity in movement made the dance
elements of his performance impressive. Spoken dialogue could have done with more light and
shade (just something that comes with time and experience) but facial expressions and body
language gave us the Prince’s changes of mood, and the actor has a good stage presence.
Bastian:

A fine performance as the friend and mentor who tries to keep Meriel out of trouble. A strong
voice and very good connection with the audience. Not an easy role — being neither a ‘comedy
turn’ nor a dramatic hero, this actor nonetheless brought this character to life and won the
sympathy of the house. Excellent pointing of those MANY! Fishy puns — you didn’t miss one —
so nor did the audience — the sympathetic groans must have indicated that!l A good stage
presence, and glimpses of a beautiful voice. We hope to see more of this actor in future.

Flipper:

Always seen with Meriel and Bastian, this was a nice little part for the young actor who looked
as if he was enjoying every moment. Clear, energetic kicking movements when carried off by
Corky, lovely enthusiastic dance moves, and really good ‘listening’ to other characters on stage.
Corky and Crusty:

An excellent comedy duo with a lovely warm rapport with the audience, and possibly having the

biggest laughs of the night. They were relaxed and confident, their electric eel costumes
allowing them to move freely, while having to hitch up their middle coils, and in one case —
hilariously — Corky’s trousers during the effort to capture prisoners for Octavia (either clever
scripting, or clever reaction to an accident, this rightly brought the house down). Dance moves
were correctly slightly wild, and all the funnier in juxtaposition with other dancers, and their
vocal performance in I Predict a Riot was (deliberately?) enthusiastically out of tune. Their
interactions with their villainous mistress were good, but they really came into their own when
interacting with the audience and ad-libbing in response to their comments and with other cast
members to cover a slip. Their ‘offthand but clearly deeply felt’ comments about the audition
and rehearsal processes were well received, and they handled the Community song with panache.
The whole performance was full of comic energy and was a highlight of the show.

Aqua, Briny, Coral, Shell, Storm, Sandy:

Looking lovely in their rainbow colours, the sisters were all given personality traits that marked

them out. The sensible Aqua, as the voice of reason, used a calming tone which settled her
sisters down; Briny in shocking pink produced an overlarge emery board and credit cards to
underline her sassy modern attitude; Coral, a bit ditsy, and a beat behind the others in
understanding, sometimes correctly wore a puzzled expression; Shell and Sandy, kind and
considerate and a little shy had softer voices and warm tones; Storm suspicious, bad-tempered
and ready for a fight added energy to the troupe of Triton’s daughters. Together they worked
well, moved rhythmically in dance, chase and around the stage, and managed their groupings
and tableaux prettily. Good teamwork for the whole of Triton’s family!



King and Queen:

Regal posture to go with the roles, these two little cameos were played with sincerity to give us
the royal parents who want the best for their son — as long as it suits their interpretation of what
is due to their position. Their gentle haranguing of Prince Derek was pitched ideally. Volume of
delivery might have been better, but enunciation was clear, and they moved well around and
across the stage.

Dr Love and Pedro:
Great comic parts as the romance ‘fixer’ and his sidekick. Nice energetic movements in the

musical sequences, and pleasingly lively interaction with the audience in their efforts to get the
heroic pair to fall in love. The changes in mood in the song medley from the raucous Boowzbastic
to Can You Feel the Love Tonight to the eventually successful Love is in the Air were well managed
both vocally by this duo and in terms of audience participation. A buoyant interlude in the
show.

Herald:

A good clear voice for this King and Queen’s Herald with attitude! Only a small part, but this
young actor made the most of the opportunity with humorous references to her ‘Year 6 TA’ in
the audience, and the desire to do more on stage. We may indeed see more of this Herald with
potential!

Chorus:

Working with discipline and vivacity, the Adult, Senior and Junior Chorus and Dancers added
much to the visual values of this production. Whether masked, with inflatable musical
instruments, wearing jive skirts or all black with ruffled neon net sleeves, as undersea creatures
or humans, they stepped and clapped their way through many musical numbers with clear
enthusiasm and energy. Exits and entrances were very well timed, and it was noted that all stayed
right in character till they passed through the hall doors, or off the stage — no mean feat with so
large a cast to move around. Positions were well held at the end of musical numbers, and the
audience enjoyed their performance very much. The adult chorus also provided much of the
humour: their antics as seagulls were most entertaining, and the ‘business’ with the pasty was
very funny. Congratulations to all in the Chorus.

ENDEAVOUR, ORIGINALITY AND ATTAINMENT

A great deal of hard work goes into creating a production for public presentation. It starts

months before opening night and requires dedication from the production team initially, then
the cast, backstage builders and costumiers, through to the publicity machine that brings your
show to the notice of the public and then the front of house team who welcome them.
Congratulations on such teamwork which created a thoroughly entertaining and absorbing
pantomime. Played with evident enjoyment and ability by a large cast of varying ages, this
performance was enthusiastically received and obviously enjoyed by the audience. The
teamwork and commitment by Director, cast and crew offered the audience a well-constructed
professional looking production. We thank you for inviting us to see the show.

Jo Nicolle (Moderating Adjudicator)
Janice Smith (Adjudicator)






