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Critical analysis of how Carmarthen Youth Opera’ performance of Grease connects with the audience.

The thriving prosperity of the future of performance in our local town of Carmarthen was established in the Lyric Theatre. This comedic, talent infused, community driven live performance of ‘Greece’ the musical was excellently performed by Carmarthen Youth Opera -CYO- (S,T,S,P 2022). I was privileged to experience the communal connection between the diverse audience and performers. I am going to explore the intrinsic moments of laughter, reflection, awkward clapping, and waves of happiness that illuminated through the theatre.
Grease by Jim Jacobs and Warren Casey, was originally performed in Chicago 1971, exploring the diverse group of students in the fictional ‘Rydell High’, the ‘Pink ladies’ and ‘T-Birds.’ Following years of disaster, war, and political fighting, Grease came to celebrate the newfound freedom and sexual revolution, influenced by Rock and Roll music, teenagers had. It is described as “rowdy, dangerous, over-sexed, and insightful piece of alternative theatre.”(Miller, 2006). Similarly, during the last couple of years, the Coronavirus has brought war to our social connections, freedoms to sexual exploration and the fundamental experiences teenagers typically go through. Consequently, the CYO cast brought us a celebration of our coming freedoms. We as an audience will take what we need from the performance, “existing only in the moments of their reception in different contexts and thus change as they move through time and space.,” (Carlson, 2018:166) as Gadamer says. Fittingly, their first performance since the beginning of ‘lockdown’ was a celebration of freedom. It was not only entertaining, but therapeutic too for cast and audience. It gave the audience a sense of celebration in being back in the theatre. The feeling of being in those seats, in that theatre, together in the flesh is nothing you can compare to. The brilliant, refreshing sense of community of everyone coming together once again is exactly what we all needed. It brought us together, laughing together, thinking together, clapping together, simply being together. 
The social and class divide we all still face was explored in the original performance, it makes an audience reflect on how far we have come since the 1950’s and how far we should have come. It is a whole new decade, and yet, we as an audience can still relate to the class divides explored. The working-class teenagers portrayed in the performance were set in the 1950’s, but still, show accurately how any working-class teen is experiencing the 21st century. They are still figuring out how to balance their social life, education, career path and work. It gives the audience the chance to reflect on what we, as a society, are to do to help, progress and evolve the divide and struggles of the working-class teenager. Alternatively, there was no further thought into the social divide, and it was simply entertaining to watch the story play out. Gruce Kapfener explores this in saying, “in “deep play” both performers and audience may be so involved in the activity that reflection does not occur” (Carlson, 2018:18). Either way, different members of the diverse audience would have the chance to take what they need from certain values and themes throughout the play. Ann Bogart gives us the idea of a resonance, where there can be many ‘tongs’ in a performance and the audience is in the middle, able to journey to whichever their experience of the performance takes them. (Bogart n.d.)
Grease is set in the mid-late 1950’s, where “a major part of performance work in California was related to feminist concerns.” (Carlson, 2018:178) I and the other audience members are unconsciously reflecting on the world we live in. How, I ask myself, are teenagers still being oppressed into heteronormative roles? Various layers and stereotypical oppressions the female and male characters face is still rife. Although the development of societies means of implementing a role for them to live up to is more technologically produced, and less ‘to the face,’ the base theme is still majorly present. The whole of the performance is widely “utilized to understand better woman’s situation in society and history.” (Carlson, 2018:180) Woman still are balancing the societal representation of being a ‘slut’ or a ‘prude,’ do you rebel or colour in the lines? Neither should be under someone else's control, but nevertheless it is. We come away from the performance with this fear of things never fully changing. If social constructs are explored 65 years ago, but still extremely relevant now, how do we, as a society, begin to change, improve? It creatively gave the audience a sense of connectivity, where we are not alone in the feeling of fighting against societal norms. There is juxtaposed female roles, as described in the programme book, Sandy is “Danny’s love interest. Sweet, wholesome. Naïve, cute.” (Skipper, Tapp, 2022:20)  and Rizzo, “Leader of the Pink Ladies. She is tough, sarcastic and outspoken but vulnerable.,” (Skipper, Tap, 2022:20) despite their differences, both still get judged and oppressed. This gives coming of age teenagers of today that sense of be who you want, either way, you will be judged. In the end, Sandy changes to conform to what she believes ‘Danny’ wants from her. These things she conforms to, is what Danny’s friends, the ‘T-Birds,’ made him feel he should have or pursue, rather than him feeling he was able to love her for who she was. This concludes to us as an audience, no matter your gender, position in society, or era of growth, you are constantly pushed to conform to societies expectations. The show in all a metaphor for Americas transformation then and our transformation as a society now, timeless themes. 
A significant role of Grease is the music. The musical elements successfully “reflects the energy and spirit of the human condition.” (E-Learning, n.d.) Undoubtedly, the audiences’ favourite and most profound moments. After every song sang, there would be an uproar of applause, clapping and cheering so full of pride and excitement, it would create this immensely infectious atmosphere of happiness. Almost ritualistic. There was a range of talent, where a phenomenal voice of Gwennan Wright ‘Sandy’, accompanied the talented, but not so confident, Finn Radford ‘Danny’. Despite the obvious gap in level of voice capabilities, the applause that followed their solo performances was just as encouraging and supporting, for it is not necessarily about the talent, but the sense of thrill and energy in our theatres once again. It leaves us interested in the futures of the young cast, including the main roles or the youngest cast there which were in the background supporting in dance and chorus. We could be witnessing a star in the making. Similarly, to the first time Grease was ever performed, it was in a basement with the audience sat on newspaper, unknowingly witnessing the making of a classic. And now it is being performed on the Lyric Theatre stage, put together with charitable donations and sponsoring, with a cast of the youth of Carmarthen. We start to envision the future of this cast, with a smile on our faces and it is as if we are going through the journey together. 
The community of Carmarthen has always been powerful, having a classic theatre performance made it that much stronger. The show was sold out, the whole theatre buzzing with energy from the moment the doors opened. Eagerly waiting for those large, towering curtains to open, people of all ages, from toddlers to pensioners, formed a communal connection of excitement. Grease offers a “strategy of social engagement not offered by the more cultural bound structures of the conventional theatre.” (Carlson 2018:18). The power of bringing together diverse audience members emitted pride within our community and that is extremely therapeutic. The divide and loneliness everyone experienced over the last two years was engulfed by coming together to watch CYO perform. Chaplin proposed “Laughter is the tonic, the relief, the surcease from pain.”(Chaplin 1940:133) The show that provided us with this laughter is unwittingly about the importance of human connection, sense of community, and brought a diverse audience together. It was interesting to hear the laughter that erupted, it would tend to be concentrated in a cluster of people; as one person laughs, the people surrounding them do too. The comedic elements cleverly varied to be multi-generational, multi-gendered and multi-cultural. The older generation who experienced Grease in its first forms, enjoyed experiencing the transformation CYO gave us. The youngest generation had some rib-tickling laughter and pure entertainment from the bright colourful characters and set. The teens of the audience could relate, reflect and of course, laugh. There were families supporting their children, brothers, sisters, friends, up on stage which held a larger feeling of pride and excitement within the audience.
The expectations were exceeded. The cast, directors and the whole town brought together a production to make us appreciate the trivial things, erupt in laughter and applause. It was performed in a way to “communicate the struggle and actions...in a unique, dramatic world.” (Deer 2021:4) A significant moment for me as an audience member is during the final musical number, members of the audience attempted to start a ‘clap-along’ to the beats of the song. This failed, partly due to my tone-deaf attempt at participating, but profoundly most of the audience were too engulfed in the performance and wanted to be able to deeply appreciate the voices and beat of the cast and orchestra. Regardless, it did send an additional wave of giggling through the specific row of audience and sense of participation. 
[bookmark: _Int_4ySIeuI5]The atmosphere brought the audience, happiness, enjoyment, and a sense of community. Grease was fun, entertaining, and, powerfully, it “reflects the constantly evolving dominant values of it’s time and the cultures from which it emerges.” (Deer 2021:9). The achievements of the young cast, who have endured the challenges of the past two years, persevered through the difficulties, like their characters in act, and proved we can all still laugh, smile, and enjoy the world, together.




[bookmark: _Toc808380025]Altering the Pink Ladies pyjama party scene

The pyjama party scene brought together the Pink Ladies, in a sociable gathering. They spoke about boys and began to explore who the ‘new girl,’ Sandy, is. They pressure her into trying smoking, (it was a craze in the 50’s, you were cool if you smoked). She did and coughed, the other girls mocked and laughed. They moved on to getting her to ‘chug’ the alcohol. She was clearly uncomfortable with this but fell to the pressure. Finally, they convinced her to get her ears pierced, and she fell sick. Whilst she was ‘in the bathroom’ her peers, that she tried so hard to please, left her on her own and performed a song, without her. Sandy was trying to assimilate with the other girls, she done what they wanted, but still ended up alone and left out. 
It will be a missed opportunity to ignore the oppression these teens are facing. The sexual revolution would have given pressure on the teens of the late 50’s to push away from conformity and exercise boundaries of freedom. This envisions the prediction of teens of these coming years predisposed to the exploration and expectation of how far they can push the boundaries of freedom and what they will do to feel connected once again. This theme of oppression most teenagers face, all over the world, throughout the centuries, is ever more critical to the teenagers in this digital age. 
I would evolve this scene into a Forum piece. I would first adapt the scene to reach a wider group of participants and make it more relevant to this generation. I would do this by:

· Characters/Cast – Include male characters, characters of the LGBT+ community and characters of different races & ethnicities. Late teens. 
· Set/Design – Minimalistic (a table and chairs in an empty space) to concentrate on the themes and give it the flexibility to be performed anywhere.

· Venue/Location – School halls, community halls, somewhere accessible to teenagers in the community. 

· Setting – School Hall to make it more open for the additional characters added.

· Staging – Immersive, so spectators are sat within the performers, feeling a stronger connection, and preparing them for their participation.

· Subject matter – Protagonist is peer pressured, oppressed by the antagonist(s) utilising technology, i.e., Pressure the oppressed through a ‘Tik-Tok’ challenge.

· Music – Keep the song as “when words are no longer enough to express the emotion, characters sing.” (E-Learning n.d.) Alter it to a modern rock song, keeping rock for the authenticity of Greece, but modern for this generation to relate to.

This new direction on this specific scene would offer the current generation a chance to think, reflect, change, and have conversations so they do not feel alone in their societal pressures. The warm-up will entail the spectators being immersed in the cast watching the first couple of original scenes of Grease leading up to the altered scene, this will build the spectators confidence and connection. Furthermore, it will raise awareness and understanding of the pressures they face and the detrimental effects it can do, such as cause stress, depression, and anxiety. Using Forum Theatre will give them a safe space to explore the issues, and hopefully, encourage confidence to speak up. Performing this in a school setting, with a diverse cast, will mean the oppressed and oppressors will be present. Ideally, solutions will be found, but even if they are not, it is truly “more important to achieve a good debate than a good solution.” (Boal, 2002:259). This will utilise the best parts of Grease to its fullest and further leave its mark in performance history. 
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