Once upon a time there were no clocks or calendars and stories were told to tell the time. The Jade Emperor invited all the animals to compete in a legendary race across a river. Whoever came first would win first place in the Chinese Zodiac. Well, as you can imagine, all sorts of  mayhem, magic and mischief went on, which is why Rabbit finished before Dragon, Cat nearly drowned, Horse hates Snake and Tiger still won’t talk to Monkey. 

A few thousand years later, it’s 2008, the Year of the (cheating) Rat and Cat decides it’s high time for the Animals to hold their own Chinese Games. Songs, poetry, story-telling and of course, the most important ingredient of all, YOU, the audience, meet up with characters from classical Chinese mythology in an exhilarating and utterly original Cultural Olympiad for the whole family.

Background

I love performing to family audiences because if I can get the parents laughing, the children love it and if I can get the children laughing, the parents love it and if I can get everyone laughing, there’s so much joy in the room, it’s the best feeling in the world.

So, of course, I wanted to make a family show and mentioned it to Geraldine Collinge, director of Apples and Snakes. She told Martin Colthorpe, who was programming the South Bank’s Imagine Children’s Festival and he rang me up and booked the show. Which at the time, Christmas 2007, did not exist. Which was a bit scary, since there it was in the SouthBank programme, Animal Olympics, Purcell Rooms 1130 20th Feb 2008.

The show ran at just over an hour. The animals had an X-factor type competition, most of them sang a song but Horse told some jokes. The songs were written by Dan Antopolski and mixed by top producer Kevin Armstrong – a favour from a good friend, but I felt very lucky, since he’s a musician who’s worked with everyone from Iggy Pop to David Bowie to Sinead O’Connor.  I used soft toys to represent the animals. I interviewed them on camera before helping them to perform their ‘numbers’, so I used a projector, camera and screen as backdrop. 

The performance sold-out and the audience were great, particularly at the end in the voting part, where they drew the animal they wanted to win on paper plates and held them up in the auditorium.

However, I wasn’t happy with the structure of the piece. I applied to take part in the EAST showcase, a scheme run by the Chinese Arts Centre and Soho Theatre, with support from Arts Council England. I worked with a mentor, Christine Harmar-Brown and her dramaturgy helped me to solve the structural problems of the piece. We turned it into a detective story, where together with the audience, I had to find out why Cat was left out of the calendar by interviewing the other animals. We kept the interactive voting part at the end – the audience vote for my star sign. I was also able to work with Puppeteer Marlene Vermeulen from TamTam theatre with the result that we took out the screens and multi-media technology and replaced it with good old-fashioned hands-on puppetry. I think it’s now much more appealing to younger children, but because the writing is still quite sophisticated, there’s a lot for older children and adults too.

The East showcase at Soho Theatre previewed the show in its re-worked state to an audience of promoters and bookers with the result that I will be touring it Autumn 2008 – Spring 2009. This August, Animal Olympics will be at the Assembly Rooms at 1130 each day. I hope you will be able to come, with family to see the show at a venue near you – please check the diary page for listings and further info.

