The Pompeii Pantomime
by Jim Sperinck

A review by David Johnson

At the epicentre of outrageous productions – otherwise known as Episkopi’s very own S.P.A.C.E. theatre - The Pompeii Pantomime got underway this week, delighting Grannies and Grandpas, Mums and Dads, Uncles and Aunties, children and cast alike. And, wow what a blast it was!
All the usual suspects were there. The dastardly Sheriff of Nottingham (“Babes in the Wood”) had undergone something of a transvestite-like metamorphism in the12-months between pantos, re-emerging as Dame Vanilla, the star of this years show. A frustrated, rather busty character, the 22 B.C. Dame – seemingly named after an ice-cream flavour - appeared in dire need of a man. Interestingly enough - and some 900 years adrift – one or two poorly informed individuals rumoured Dame Vanilla might be the S.P.A.C.E theatre’s Chairman, Chris Stace, in drag. But regular S.P.A.C.E.’rs weren’t fooled: it was the Sheriff of Nottingham alright as no-one considered the Chairman in need of a man.
Those of us old enough to remember Frankie Howerd’s Up Pompeii, the TV sitcom in which Howerd is cast as Lercio, a Roman slave in ancient Pompeii, will identify with The Pompeii Pantomime. The Panto version mirrors the TV series in many ways, the script laden with Carry-On style double entendres, awful puns and broad Panto humour. The architectural glories of Pompeii were reproduced magnificently by George Beevers and the S.P.A.C.E. Stage Build Crew with a polystyrene set of realistic columns and temples.
But never mind what’s behind you, a jagged spear up the groin was a distinct possibility as two armed Centurions, Steve Hart & Andy Campbell, leapt gymnastically from the stage at the opening curtain, landing inches away from worried front-row spectators. And so to the plot….
THE STORY

Enter, Senator Bilius’s guards, Furius and Atrocius - Colin Hadley and Lynsay Kille respectively - the muscle to the powerful Senator Bilius, a baddie played by engaging S.PA.C.E. regular John Hall. Dame Vanilla’s son Gladioli keeps cool as Amnesia (Lynn Warren) and her Soothsayers (Lucy Calcutt, Erin Mills, Amica Morris, Ria Partington, Xanthe Stainton and Sophie Taylor) intertwined throughout the story predicting doom and gloom. Gladioli is something of a find for S.P.A.C.E., as is his mentor Jim Halliday - a first-timer on stage. The Temple Maidens of Fortune, young Centurions and Chorus provide the backdrop for the wonderful costumes fashioned by June Ross, Margaret McGarva and Anita Thompson.
But back to the plot: Senator Bilius is keen to replace the incumbent Emperor Nero, imperiously portrayed by S.P.A.C.E. veteran Alan Churcher. But love and a mischievous mix-up are at play with a blunderous but foreseeably riotous result. ‘Thigh-slapping’ Decius (Cloudy Cassell) gets off with Nero’s beautiful daughter Fabula (Chelle Partington), whilst Dame Vanilla and Senator Bilius mistakenly drink potions of love and poison meant for the Emperor. The scheming plot is soon discovered with the sneaky culprits cast into jail waiting to be thrown to the lions - or lion cub (Sarah Hill) as it turns out. Nero’s clemency means all’s well that ends well: the love match is secure, the Dame and her fellow thespians released for a concluding traditional sing-a-long and marvellous festive Panto jamboree. 
Any S.P.A.C.E. production is a hot, ‘must have’, ticket. The Panto is the annual Episkopi benchmark of fun and laughter for all the family. Hard-work, dedication and talent are always in abundance at S.P.A.C.E., The Pompeii Pantomime being no exception. Director Nand Cassily and the production team are to be congratulated for coming up trumps yet again this year with another brilliant and memorable show. 
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