Memoirs from Alan Taylor-Shearer as ‘Bill Sikes’ in SPACE’s production Oliver!
The past few months has seen a rather busy time for all at SPACE Theatre in Episkopi. Not only did many of the members take a part in the very successful run of ‘Music of the Night’ in September, but at the same time they were also learning songs, words and dances for the latest production of Oliver!  As well as catering for the demands of Colin Hadley’s ‘Music of the Night’, the backstage team, led admirably by George Beevers, were also well underway designing sets and getting costumes together for Oliver! Also in September, we performed before a 1,000+ strong audience as part of a very successful musical meze charity concert at ancient Curium, which gave us a chance to preview some of the songs from Oliver! Cast and crew involved in all three shows had to make sure they kept their heads for the current production - not an easy job.  Somehow this was achieved and I for one will be the first to admit that I was wondering if I had bitten off a tad more than I could chew!  If anyone wants to take a memory challenge then forget Mensa, try learning the scripts and songs for two shows at the same time!
Once October came along we could now focus 100% on Oliver!  The sets were painted, polystyrene was cut and shaped, a bar was built from barrels, some very ‘original’ Victorian furniture appeared as if by magic and by some miracle the scenes for Oliver! came alive.  Directors Lynsay & Jon Kille took the 80 strong cast and crew and moulded them, or rather forced some square pegs into some round holes, so that this production would become a sell out success.  
For my part as Bill Sikes I got the chance to let my evil alter-ego shine through once again. It is questionable whether I was typecast for the role, as in the past year at S.P.A.C.E. I had already played a murdering husband in ‘Trap for a Lonely Man’ and a rather vicious Captain Hook in ‘Peter Pan’.  Bill Sikes has no redeeming features. There is no revelation at the end, nor does he turn over a new leaf, unlike Fagin (John Hall) who considers ‘Reviewing the Situation’ when things get a bit sticky.  The only glimmer of light in Sikes’ otherwise dark life is Nancy (Rebecca Scoble). However at the climax of the story on London Bridge (which at one point during rehearsals Lucy Bent DID fall down) Sikes even manages to snuff out that glimmer of hope by committing a nasty murder when he finds out that Nancy is trying to return Oliver (Francis Murphy-Thomas) to his rightful grandfather Mr Brownlow (Jim Pinnock) and Mrs Bedwin (Ann Constantinides). Brownlow discovers Nancy’s body, and his cries draw the attention of the police, Nancy’s best friend Bet (Victoria Dyson) and a crowd (the Senior Chorus). I should add that the Senior Chorus also played a drunken rabble in ‘Oompa Pa’ (before I scared them all off stage during ‘My Name’ and then throw Nancy across the stage into a rendition of ‘As Long as he Needs Me’). Furthermore they were the crowd on the streets of London in ‘Consider Yourself’; flower sellers, milk maid’s, strawberry sellers, and knife grinders in ‘Who Will Buy’; plus five of the Chorus unbeknowingly ended up as understudies when Colin couldn’t make it!  Finally the Senior Chorus mob track down Bill and Oliver to London Bridge and have Bill shot!  A fitting end to the nastiest man I have ever had the misfortune to meet.  Along the way Oliver met an eclectic mix of people including the work house orphans played by the Junior Chorus, who opened the musical with ‘Food Glorious Food’, Mr Bumble the Beadle (Alan Churcher) and his partner in crime and ‘trouble and strife’ Widow Corney (Gill Hadley) who got lots of laughs from the audience in ‘I Shall Scream’. ‘One Boy For Sale’ leads Oliver to undertakers Mr & Mrs Sowerberry (Nick Lynskey and Nand Cassily) in ‘That’s Your Funeral’ after which Oliver questions ‘Where is Love’ during a night spent amongst the coffins. Nand also had her share of abuse each night as Charlotte (Ruby Cassily), her daughter both on stage and in real life, enjoyed throwing water over her each night (and every rehearsal, too!). Nand then hilariously faints into a coffin when Oliver offends her after he tried to ‘murder’ cruel Noah Claypole (Christian O’Grady). Oliver manages to escape and is taken under the wing of the Artful Dodger (Annabeth Murphy-Thomas), Fagin and his gang. The scenes in Fagin’s den had loads of memorable moments with well-known songs ‘Pick a Pocket or Two’ (be warned, all the kids have now learnt a solid routine with about a dozen ways on how to pick pockets!), ‘It’s a Fine Life’, ‘I’d Do Anything’ (with some brilliant choreography by Lynsay Kille with the Junior Chorus acting out a horse-drawn carriage for Nancy & Dodger) and ‘Be Back Soon’.
I am writing from an actor’s perspective so the view from the stage was fantastic.  To see such great audience’s at every show really did lift everyone.  It made all the blood, sweat and tears shed over the last few months worth it.  We ‘lovies’ learned our lines, forgot our lines, stood in the wrong place and even remembered the dance steps most of the time.  The crew brought the lights up, fiddled with the microphones and moved stuff around when the curtains where closed.  The all important half time drinks appeared in the right place.  All the kids where made to look like urchins by the ladies in the dressing room and all the work done by the 80+ people involved in presenting this show for you is all for nothing if YOU don’t show up.  

So for that we say a great big thanks.  You’re Great!


Report by Alan Taylor-Shearer
