Meet Me In St Louis 2003 – Noda Report by Chris Williams

Meet Me in St Louis is usually more known in its filmic sense as a vehicle for Judy Garland and is often not performed on stage which is a pity as it is a well-rounded family musical which has distinct character parts for all the principal cast.

Director, Barbara Archer, staged the show in a simple and effective way taking into account the smallness of the BHT stage and the need to show the interior of the house for the majority of the scenes.  The outside scenes worked well including those that had been brought inside because of staging difficulties.  Choreography was well suited to the players but one full company tap routine was out of period and time.  Michael P. Smith’s musical direction was sure and the orchestra became more secure as the overture progressed, with a good balance maintained with the solo and group numbers.  Care needs to be taken with actors who are unsure of song entrances that they do not look fixedly at the conductor whilst waiting for their cure.

John Sheppey, Mr Alonso Smith, played the archetypal father figure wonderfully thinking he was in charge of the family fortunes but then realising the heartbreak this would mean to his children.  His wife, Anna Smith, played by Marina Dodd, was an understanding soul and mistress of her own household.  The accent sometimes verged on Irish rather than mid-west but she could, of course, have had Irish antecedents.  Her solo, ‘You’ll Hear A Bell’ was poignantly sung.  Her son, Lon Smith, was ably played with enthusiasm by John Anderson.  This is not an easy role as for a large proportion of the Act 1 and some of Act 2, he has disappeared off to Pinceton.  The Smith’s eldest daughter, Rose, Suzanne Dean, also has a difficult time as she has to portray a relationship with her beau from a distance and she carried off the telephone scene curiously observed by all her family – and the cook – well.  The second daughter, Esther, Larissa Webb, is the lynch pin of the family and the go-between of her younger sisters; her scenes and numbers with them including ‘Have Yourself A Merry Little Christmas’ were sensitively played.  Jenny Thompson, made a strong impact as the tom-boy daughter, Agnes, fighting to be recognised as an individual rather than a younger sister.  Tootie Smith (name not given in the programme for a particular performance) delivered her lines and action well but sometimes the music made it difficult to hear her clearly.

Denis Smith, Grand Pa, was an aider and abettor of the children and relished his role as an ‘elder child’ whilst Heather McCarthy, Katie the Cook, was a much valued member of the family and could keep them all in order despite appearing to be a servant.  Her number ‘A Touch Of The Irish’ was energetically and humorously performed with Esther and Rose.  Mark Pearse, John Truitt, endeavoured to be the boy next door sweetheart of Esther and this worked to a large extent but he needed to stand up and allow his audience to see his face when delivering lines.  He looked very ill at ease and didn’t make eye-contact with either the audience or cast members but he sang his songs well.  Albert Palm as Warren Sheffield gave a slightly caricatured portrayal of Rose’s beau but his enthusiasm more than carried him through.  The smaller cameo parts were well played: Sharon Tyler as Lucille Ballard was forceful, Clare Smith as Eve was caring; Michael Williams the Postman was funny and Les Truman the trolley driver was in command.
The chorus really have very little to do in this show but they made the most of what they had and some very spirited singing was heard particularly in ‘The First Noel’ and ‘Skip to My Lou’.  Chorus, or indeed any actor on stage must not wave to family members in the audience even if they are standing up from their seats and waving vigorously at them – the rest of the audience have come to see the show and do not want their attention distracted.

The set for the family scenes worked well.  The same backcloth was used for all exterior scenes and made it appear as if the family lived in the middle of the countryside in perpetual summer even when the song being sung was set in wintertime or on board a city trolley car.  The trolley car scene did work well but must have caused endless problems in the wings because of its bulk.  The last scene is a difficulty in this show particularly as the World Fair ground row and flats cannot be flown in this theatre and the rest of the set has to be dismantled.  The stage crew worked hard to manage it but even with the extra music added it took some 3 plus minutes and the audience became restive.  Stage furniture was in period with the exception of the plastic plant in a silver plastic bucket.  Sometimes the audience had a full view into the wings.  Lighting was bright but there were some shadows on stage right.  Sound was louder on stage right and the walking routine in ‘A Day in New York’ was picked up by the floor mikes making it difficult to hear the words of the song above the footsteps.  This is always a problem in this theatre unless the singers are well to the front of the apron stage.

Costumes looked well, but why, oh why do actresses not wear petticoats for period shows?  Petticoats make the clothes hang better and give the actress the right shape for the period.  It is not an excuse to say ‘I had a quick change’ as the dresses were all long and all needed petticoats to allow the material to move properly.  Also when dancing the audience do not really want to see lengths of leg which would really be ‘decently clothed’ in the period that the show is set.  Other niggles are shoes which did not suit the costume for example white shoes with a winter plaid dress.  It is always a mistake to clothe larger ladies in shiny material even when it is a ball scene as inevitably the lights make them appear far larger than they are.  The makeup was with two exceptions excellent.  Blue or silver eye shadow should be left to pantomimes or Danny La Rue – it is old-fashioned and makes the wearer appear haggard and for this show was definitely out of period!  Again actresses cannot see themselves on the stage as viewed by the audience and must listen and obey the instructions of the director and wardrobe manager who always have this in mind.

Your full house audience fully appreciated the hard work that had gone into making this production the success it was and the company must be very pleased.  
