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THE Kenton Theatre’s original
pantomime baddie is getting
ready to rejoin the fray this
Christmas — and she can’t wait.

Back in 2012, confronted with the
traditional audience boos and jeers,
Mary Stewart gave as good as she
got when she played Cinderella’s
wicked stepmother.

Now she is preparing to take on
the role of the sorceress Maleficent
in Sleeping Beauty — which is
playing for 24 performances
between December 13 and 28.

With a total of 5,760 seats on
sale, the show — produced by
Kenton Theatre Presentations in
association with Bear in the Air
Productions — is the biggest of the
year for the New Street venue.

Originally from Point Lookout,
New York, Mary is a classically
trained actress who, together with
her husband Daniel — the son of
Star Trek and X- M e n star Patrick
Stewart — has been based in the
UK for the past seven years.

The couple, who have two
children aged 16 and 12, now live
near Chipping Norton.

But at the time Mary was cast in
Cinderella in 2012 it was both her
first acting job in the UK — and her
first experience of panto.

Potentially something of a culture
shock, Mary seems to have taken
the role in her stride.

“It was such a hilarious script,”
she says now. “I played the wicked
stepmother and I played her with a
horrible, horrible New York accent.

“I’d never done a panto before
but I’d done loads and loads of
standard musicals, so I’d done
singing and dancing.

“It was such a great experience
and it was such a great welcome to
the English theatre world because
it’s a quintessentially English
experience.”

For British audiences, it’s
perhaps easy to forget that our
panto tradition hasn’t spread to the
other side of the pond.

“We ’ve got nothing like it,” says
Mary. “The most Christmassy
tradition we ever did as a family
going to the theatre was going to
The Nutcracker.

“I do think that Americans are
slightly more embarrassingly
macho, and so they don’t have the
same cross-dressing tradition of
men dressing up as women and
women dressing up as men. We
really don’t have anything like that.

“When I came here I literally had
no idea, but with the first
experience of doing Cinderella I had
two young men playing the two ugly
stepsisters.

“They were absolutely fantastic
dancers, which was great because I
was able to do a bunch of dance
numbers with them.

“We don’t have any men as
women in this production of
Sleeping Beauty because there’s no
dame. Instead there’s the female
baddie, because I’m playing
Maleficent. But there is the boy —
so there’s a beautiful young actress
who’s playing the prince.”

With the recent stage and screen
success of Phoebe Waller-Bridge’s
Fleabag, there has been much
discussion of the dramatic art of
“breaking the fourth wall”.

But as Mary rightly points out,
there is no fourth wall when it
comes to shows like Sleeping Beauty.

“With panto, if you didn’t directly
address the audience they would be
disappointed,” she laughs. “It just
wouldn’t work.”

Recalling her stint as the wicked
stepmother, she says: “I found it
very liberating because I consider

Star quality: Mary Stewart and Finn, her red fox Labrador. The US-born actress is playing the mistress of evil
Maleficent (below) in this year’s Kenton Theatre pantomime, Sleeping Beauty, which runs from December 13-28
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Panto villain prefers a
red dog to a white cat

myself a comedian — I love to
make people laugh, it’s one of my
favourite things in the world.

“And so to be able to directly
address the audience, to look right
at the audience and talk to them
and sort of banter with them, I
found that so much fun.

“Like doing a musical — or like
doing Shakespeare, really — you
have to have enormous ‘side’ to
play the panto baddie. You have to
be totally confident and you can’t
back off it.

“And actually when my family
came to see it, my little son had
never seen me on stage before —
he was only five at the time — and
he loved it, he absolutely loved it.
And my daughter, who was 10.

“They were absolutely squealing
with delight and booing me — it
was so much fun for them. It was
like a completely child-friendly
experience that they could see their
mom up there being the bad guy.

“And my husband, you know, he’s
been in the West End and at the
RSC and on Broadway, he was like,
‘That’s my favourite thing that
you’ve ever done.’”

It’s a timely reminder that when
it comes to panto, the villain is
often the star of the show.

“And I
really feel
that,” says Mary.
“Not in a bad way,
but I feel that
responsibility. I
know that the
audience is
following me in
terms of the
storytelling, even
more than they’re
following the good
person.

“Because
usually
the
hero or the
heroine doesn’t
have the
opportunity to
explain their
motivations to
the audience
— but the
bad guy
always does.

“The bad
guy’s always
telling the
audience

what they’re doing, why they’re
doing it, why they should listen to
them, why they should be on their
side.

“So that’s really fun, the idea that
the audience would be as excited to
see the bad guy as they are to see
the good guy. And I enjoy that — I
enjoy that so much.

“I like that there’s a lot of
humour, there’s a lot of glamour,
there’s a lot of what we call in
acting terms ‘status’ that you have
to have if you are playing those
kinds of roles. And to me it’s just so
much fun. Plus I get to dance and
sing — and to combine that with
the high drama, high-status
comedy, it’s just fantastic.”

As Mary makes clear, playing the
“panto baddie” is something more
than a regular acting role.

“Sometimes with panto you have
to speak to the audience in the
moment,” she says. “Because I
expect to be heckled and booed and
I can’t just accept the boos — I
have to talk back.

“It’s expected that the baddie
wouldn’t just accept the dislike, that
she would either boo back, insult,
question them — whatever you
want to do, however you want to go
with the character.

“It’s much more fun if the baddie
is in a constant dialogue with the

audience, whether she’s
trying to convince them

that she isn’t bad or whether
she gleefully embraces being
bad.”

As far as projecting that
image is concerned, Mary
was delighted by the
publicity pictures for

Sleeping Beauty produced
earlier this year.

“What’s fun about
that is that in the

Maleficent pictures with the
horns, I look absolutely
vicious,” she laughs. “It’s
wonderful.”

Which somewhat
begs the question,
does Mary have a
white cat at home in
Chipping Norton
that she likes to
stroke, Bond
villain-style?

Slightly
disappointingly for
Mary’s image as a
mistress of evil, it

turns out she is the proud owner of
red fox Labrador called Finn, aged
two and a half.

“He’s fantastic,” says Mary. “He’s
very popular on my Twitter account
as well because he’s very mysterious
and he’s sort of my straight man.
He’s very good, he listens to all of
my jokes and he’s very patient with
me. He’s a very funny dog.

“We never had a dog when we
lived in New York City because we
had this tiny little apartment — I
mean, it was big enough to live in
— but we now live up near
Chipping Norton and we finally had
time to get a dog. My children had
been begging for a dog for ages, so
now we have one and he’s pretty
hilarious.

“Nobody in my family knew
anything about how to raise him
because we’d never had one, but my
husband had always had dogs
growing up, so he trained him. And
he’s very, very well behaved.”

While Finn doesn’t — as yet —
have a part in Sleeping Beauty, it
turns out that there is a bit of family
history in this area.

“I do wish Finn could be in the
panto with me,” admits Mary. “Yo u
know, there’s a Shakespeare play
that you need a dog to do — it’s
The Two Gentlemen of Verona and
you have to have a dog.

“When my father-in-law Patrick
did The Two Gentlemen of Verona at
the RSC back in the Seventies, he
played the character, Launce, who
owns the dog.

“The dog is very naughty — and
that’s where a lot of the comedy
comes from. The dog doesn’t do
anything that Launce tells him to
do. And then he misbehaves and
Launce gets frustrated.

“Well, when Patrick was working
with the dog, he loved the dog so
much that at the end of the run —
because they got him from a shelter
and they said, ‘What’s going to
happen to the dog at the end?’ —
he loved the dog so much that he
brought the dog back home for my
husband, to be their family dog.

“The name of the dog is ‘Crab’ in
the play, and so they kept him and
they just called him that.”

l Ticket prices for Sleeping Beauty
vary by performance. For more
information — including a full list
of show times and dates, visit
www.kentontheatre.co.uk or call
the box office on (01491) 575698.
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Composer wants to
push the envelope

A COMPOSER who has
sought to push the limits of
what can humanly be
played on the piano is
returning to St Mary’s
Church in Hart Street next
Saturday (October 26).

The concert, which starts
at 7.30pm, follows the
success of Edward Chilvers’
last performance at the
venue back in January.

A polyrhythmic
specialist, the Caversham-
based musician is signed to
Mozart Records, an
offshoot of Mozart Edition
(Great Britain) Ltd.

A spokesman for the
firm, which has offices on
the Hithercroft Industrial
Estate near Wallingford,
said: “Edward’s exciting
programme will debut
pieces from his new and as
yet untitled CD recording
— recordings he will be
making in the four days
leading up to this concert.

“Those lucky enough to
be in the audience at St
Mary’s will therefore be the
first in the world to hear
these new pieces.

“Edward draws
inspiration from many and
varied influences. His
musical explorations are
constantly evolving — and
his most recent works
explore polyrhythmic
systems working
harmonically with 96 modes
to create unique
improvisations.

“We believe that no other
composer in the world is
doing this. Edward has
sought to stretch the
capacity of what it is
humanly possible to play on
the piano.”

A series of talks by Mr
Chilvers on polyrhythmy

Inventive: Edward Chilvers

B r e we r y ’s rocking
up to Christmas

LOVIBONDS Brewery has
announced a series of six
live music gigs in the run-
up to Christmas — five of
which have free entry.

The first takes place next
Saturday (October 26)
when the Market Place
venue — the entrance to
which is in the Greys Road
car park — hosts The
Bootleg Band.

Natalie Watsham of
Lovibonds said: “They will
play a selection of rock
classics — the best music to
sing and dance along to.”

Admission is free and the
live music starts at 8.30pm.

Then on Saturday,
November 9, Spandex-clad
eyeliner-wearing party band
FlashHeart return to
Lovibonds for their last
ever gig at the venue.

With a setlist ranging
from funk to classic rock
and “Eighties/Nineties
cheese”, the 8.30pm show is
being billed as a “blow out”.

“FlashHeart will be
melting some Lovibonds
faces for the last time,” said
Natalie. “They’ve had some

Rocking out: FlashHeart play Lovibonds on November 9

and the future of music
have racked up thousands
of views on social media.

He describes his new
works as: “Magical
explorations of perspectives
on time. Poly-tempo and
meta-tempo compositions,
layers of patterns within
patterns. Simple
impressions floating in
subtle complexity. A window
to transcendence.”

Next Saturday’s concert
has a running time of
around two and a half
hours including an interval
during which soft drinks
will be available free of
charge.

The Mozart Records
spokesman added: “Edward
may also include one of the
études from his 2017 CD
12 Études, which featured
on Radio 3 and was
described by International
Piano magazine as ‘an
important release’.”

Tickets are £12 with
concessions £8 and are
available online from
w w w. t i c k e t s o u r c e . c o . u k /
editionuk. A few tickets will
be available on the door on
the night and copies of
12 Études will be on sale.

epic nights here, so let’s go
out with an enormous bang
and make it a night to
r e m e m b e r. ”

Tickets are £10 with a
£1.44 booking fee, available
from www.billetto.co.uk

The remaining four gig
nights are unticketed and
all but the last see the
music start at 8.30pm.

On Saturday, November
16, The Chevrons Band,
billed as a party band with
a varied playlist ranging
from the Sixties through to
the present day, will take to
the stage.

They are followed on
Saturday, December 7, by
five-piece rock covers band
Fret Heads.

Then on Saturday,
December 14, it is the turn
of The Jaybees, a rock/blues
band whose gig will be a
Christmas special.

The following Saturday
(December 21), Lovibonds
is hosting its own
Christmas bash with live
music from 6pm.

For more information,
visit www.lovibonds.com
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