The Bard chez-nous
Each English “summer” a handful of brave acting groups stage outdoor performances and these have provided ample compensation and equally professional direction and acting. They are staged in Oxford College gardens or cloisters (the Oxford Shakespeare Company), the Bodley library quadrangle (The Globe Touring Company - a leaner and fitter outfit in all senses), and the pick of the bunch in our view, the appropriately named Rain or Shine Theatre Company.  They spend the summer touring the country and we have just seen them at Wantage where they performed ‘Much Ado about Nothing’ in the church when a cold rain threatening evening forced a shift from the delightful gardens of the adjacent Church House.

Their very gifted actor-director, James Reynard, always assembles a very professional cast, takes his directorial privilege by cutting and pasting imaginatively here and there; adds witty visual touches and sombre moves in the darker passages. Parts are doubled with great skill and swift changes among the small cast. We saw him as an impressive Oberon at Poultney Manor; a steely Petruchio at Sherborne Lodge Park, and last night as a strong but increasingly confused Benedick, stuttering to utter the word “marriage”. His leading ladies are a feisty match; Titania, Kate and Beatrice have all given as good as they got; and the ensemble acting of the whole cast is without a weakness. The action moves at a brisk pace with the minimum of props but the words are never gabbled and the serious passages are given full weight. There are no gimmicky costumes to “modernise” the play, such as jeans or paramilitary uniforms. Above all, as one reviewer put it, ” they can all project, which is often a rarity in this television age”. Peter Hall’s frustration with this “realistic” approach of many young actors brought up in front of a television camera is palpable and well publicised.

Of course part of the pleasure, apart from the minimum traveling required, the hugely attractive ticket prices and the delightful venues, is the fun of being able to arrive early, set up chairs near the stage, (or front pews in the church), and indulge in a delicious picnic with convivial friends before the performance starts. Even in the church corks have been heard to pop and glasses clink. 

We have tickets in July for As You Like It in the Bodley quadrangle, and in August for The Comedy of Errors in Wadham College gardens but I can’t wait to find out what Rain or Shine are doing next year. The Bard is certainly at home here!
David Fielding.
