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I am grateful to Gary Field for inviting me to report on Faringdon Dramatic Society’s production of
“Entertaining Angels” at Buscot Park Theatre. Gary was there to greet me, and Debbie Lock and
director Vixz Edmonds were kind enough to find time for a chat during the interval.

Buscot Park Theatre really is an extraordinarily lovely venue, and Faringdon Dramatic Society
chooses its plays for this theatre wisely. You walk up to the house through attractive parkland with its
sweeping vistas, and find that the spring evening feeling has been carried into the building and onto
the stage. “Entertaining Angels” was an excellent choice of show as it is wholly set in the garden of a
rectory, and this study of loss, regret and forgiveness is very well suited to such an intimate space.

The principal protagonist is Grace, played by Amanda Linstead, who is mourning her late husband
and parish priest Bardolph. You'd think she’d be able to find some peace for reflection in a rectory
garden, but no. Her sister Ruth is mowing the grass, her daughter Jo is dealing with the post, and the
new vicar Sarah is measuring up prior to moving in to the house. Never mind reflection, Grace finds
that she is unable even to complete a conversation on her mobile. Amanda is a wonderfully natural
actor, who is not only able to stage a telephone call as if there really is someone on the other end of
the line, but also sit elegantly on her garden bench, push a stray strand of hair behind her ear and
relax into her character in a totally persuasive manner. She employs excellent body language,
standing with her weight on one leg as we often do when we are engaged and listening, closing down
dialogue by folding her arms and turning away, and employing a suitably limited range of gestures to
make a point when necessary.

Amanda also speaks her lines well, with phrases appropriately shaped and plenty of tonal and
dynamic variation. Grace’s emotions are, understandably, a bit all over the place, and there was a
hint of acidity in some of her exchanges — particularly with Ruth, but Amanda was able to move
seamlessly between pragmatism and sarcasm while always staying true to her character. She knew
her lines thoroughly and hit her cues sharply, so that her conversations always felt real. She could
also bring out the humour in the piece, notably with regard to the politics and practices of the Church
of England: “Men’s Prayer Breakfasts — ghastly things!”.

This normality extended to her dialogue with Bardy, whose spirit haunts the potting shed and river
bank. There was no attempt to evoke the supernatural here; when Grace and Bardy conversed it was
as if he was still here, although there was a fragility to their interactions, and their slightly hesitant
dialogue was inevitably tinged with remorse and regret. Mike Fraser gave a very restrained
performance as Bardy: reserved, reasonable and calm, with a passive acceptance of the fate that had
befallen him. His spiritual state was well-staged; we could see him, as could Grace, but everyone else
onstage evidently couldn’t. This might have been projected more strongly by ensuring that the
interactions between Ruth, Jo and/or Sarah carried on in a muted way whenever Grace and Bardy
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were talking. Bardy is guarded in conversation, as if there are aspects of his spiritual state which he is
unwilling or unable to reveal, and Mike sometimes seemed to struggle slightly with the timing of his
lines and cues; his tone, however, was exactly right. And what should we make of little signs such
Grace knowing of Sarah’s doubts about her calling, or Grace finding Bardy’s hat in the potting shed
even though Sarah felt certain that the shed had been cleared?

Carolyn Taylor played Grace’s older sister Ruth, who has returned to England from her missionary
work in Africa to support Grace through this difficult time. But Ruth is keeping a terrible secret: she
once had sex with Bardy and has a grown up son as a result of this liaison. Carolyn’s characterisation
of Ruth adjusted to take account of the sharing of this long-concealed truth: the busy, slightly
overbearing big sister of the opening scene giving way to the more passive, guilt-ridden woman we
see at the heart of the play. Ruth spends much of the second act sitting at a table on the patio, but
Carolyn ensured that her focus never wavered: reactions and expressions were spot on, with
occasional defensive outbursts punctuating the prevailing mood of gloomy acceptance. Over-
gesturing was also avoided, even in moments of high emotion, thanks in part to Carolyn’s habit of
keeping her hands clasped, and the gestures which Carolyn did employ were well judged. She also
shapes her phrases well; in particular, she is skilled at leaving tiny pauses in conversations to suggest
that she is searching for exactly the right word to express a difficult or painful idea.

Ruth shares a quite philosophical discussion on the nature of love and marriage with Grace and
Bardy’s daughter, Jo, played by Sarah Nutbrown. Jo works as therapist, which is just as well as she
soon finds herself having to resolve the tensions and find closure within the family group. Sarah’s
performance was in keeping with the measured tempo and suppressed emotions of the production as
a whole, although she might have been a little more assertive when the simmering resentment
between Grace and Ruth threatened to boil over, and moved the dialogue on more crisply when trying
to change the subject or turn words into actions. Jo’s recollections of her late father, and the impact of
Ruth’s revelations on her remembrance of him, were quite affecting, while her scenes with new vicar
Sarah also worked well, as actor Sarah was able to channel her character’s professional listening
skills to draw out some deep and significant truths from the new vicar.

Jayne Holland, as vicar Sarah, gave an enigmatic performance which reflected the uncertainty she is
feeling about taking up her first pastoral position. Jayne radiated the benevolent enquiry of the
pastoral priest, holding Grace’s hand as she muttered solicitous things about her loss. Key moments
in her past were related with impeccable timing, and her doubts about the decisions she faced were
almost tangible. There was real empathy between Jo and Sarah as they reflected on their respective
situations, and shared some deeply personal reflections without unnecessary drama.

Indeed, a lack of excess was a hallmark of the whole production which, quite appropriately, was an
exercise in understatement. This was a gentle study of an ordinary yet extraordinary situation,
ordinary people caught up in an extraordinary moment in their lives. You don’t need emotional
fireworks in a small, intimate venue like Buscot Park Theatre; you just need to tell your story well,
make your characters relatable, and engage the audience in their trials and tribulations. And that’s
exactly what director Vixz Edmonds and the company did.

It's a compact stage, but set designers Tony Edmonds, Jan Crowdson and Derek Crowdson managed
to accommodate all the required components - potting shed, lawn, garden bench, patio and river bank.
It was clever to utilise the steps up to the auditorium to access the river bank as it gave this setting a
necessary sense of separation. The lighting, by Gary Bates, conjured up summer afternoons, while
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Gary’s soundtrack combined evensong (“Abide with me”, “The day thou gravest”) with an affectionate

nod to female vicars in rural parishes (Howard Goodall’s “The Lord is my Shepherd”, aka The Vicar of
Dibley) and some atmospheric birdsong.

Costumes were well suited to the various characters, from Grace’s elegant skirts and blouses to vicar
Sarah’s dungarees and cassock, and there were changes of outffit to reflect the passage of time. The
eclectic list of props - from mobile phones to a manual lawn mower - had been successfully sourced
by Ben Hutchings, and it was good to see that there were actual drinks in the mugs!

What a pleasure it was to stand outside the East Pavilion of Buscot House on a fine evening, and
reflect on amateur theatre in general and this production in particular with Vixz, Debbie and Gary.
Faringdon Dramatic Society is lucky to be able to stage plays here, and they know exactly how to find
the magic in this wonderful venue; this thought-provoking study of love and loss, honesty and regret,
grief and forgiveness was perfectly suited to its surroundings.

Andrew Walter
NODA Regional Representative, London District 12
17" May 2025



