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Tots are atough theatre
audience to impress...
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-;-;.:-- -la-.-:ij \\-ocd heard ihat
someo.,di' rras iI: e].ested in
adapting Judith Kerr's 1958
story The Tiger Who Came to
Tea' he immediatel]' tohtn-
teered tol t i-.c.i ' l jr. Hr"-::.: t '+z.c
tLe t,r'--i, :'" l:: l';;t :?'!!i-r-uP
dalgr:ers rrier ::-=;'- rrere
chLcirt:.. :* :ai :o difticultl-
imagining i: +:':ne stage.

"The thing lhat's interest-
ing to me i.s wh5 I never
thought of it before," he sa1'-s'
"Itwas certainll- a book
that had meant an arriul lot
in our lives."

The Tiger'Who Came to Tea

celebrated its 40th anniver-
sary last November. It has sold
more than four million coPies'
been translated into 20 differ-
ent languages and recentlY
completed a successful tour.
T:: s:..:'-,-:: a sinPle one - one
er e:-ring at teatime, little
Sophie and her mother are
interrupted bY the arrival of
a tiger, who Proceeds to eat
and drink everYthing in the
house. The book takes less
than five minutes to read
aloud. But Wood finds it
"extraordinarY"'

"What makes it stand out is
the surreai element - everY-
body takes it quite calmlY," he
says. Wood has written and
adapted more than 60 PlaYs
for children, among them
The Gingerbread Man and
Babe - The SheeP-Pig, and is
widely acknowledged as the
UK's preeminent children's
dra*atist. Entertaining an
audience of three, four and

five-year-olds is a more
challenging ta-'k than manY in
the adult theatle industrY
n-ouid like to admit.

Wood expanded the book
into a 55-minute PlaY with
songs, ai l  ofrvhich at  e his ou-n
oliginal compositions. Music.
he sa1's. is integral to the
action: "By the end ofthe song,
you're a little bit further in the
story than you were when You
began. And that for me is a
very important Part of storY-
telling, because children need
stories to be clear and fairlY
straightforward."

Wood holds no truekwith
attempting to entertain the
adults in the audience, but
noticed a gratifying response
from the adult audiences of
The Tiger Who Came to Tea.

'A lot of the Parents remember
it with nostalgia and Pleasure.
and know it too because lheY
have been reading ir m their
children."

He is a firm believer in
audience partieipation for
v€ry young children and has
included songs and danees that
actively involve them in the
show.

"You have to break down
the fourth wall, so that theY're
not just walching something
on a screen, they're actuallY
taking part in it," he saYs.
"But it is not just during the
songs that children and their
parents join in with the actors
in The TigerWho Came to
Tea", because Wood has used
text 'straight off the Page',
there are many points that the
audience join in with the storY-

telling itself. For Wood, this is

lovel;'.
"It just shos-s horv the story

is really and how it's become
part of the conseiousness of
the nation," he adds.

As rr.eIl as lvriting the scriPt
and composing the original
songs, S'ood directed the show
and worked with an illusionist
to get around the difficultY of
having a person in a tiger cos-
tume consume the entire con-
tents of a familY's kitchen.

"It combines everYthing
that I'm about - it's all in the
one show. After 40 Years of
doing this, it's quite strange
because I've enjoYed writing
songs, I've always enjoYed
doing magic, I've alwaYs
enjoyed certain things and this
show has successfullY com-
bined all those elements -
which is rather nice."

That is not to saY, howeYer,
that llbod considei:s his work
done. He feels verY stronglY
that children's theatre doesn't
get the professional attention,
media focus or financial
support that it deserves.

"What I've alwaYs tried to
do is make people feel that it
really is not onlY extremelY
important, but it's also the
most rewarding form of thea-
tre - because children will
enter wholeheartedlY into the
spirit of the performance."

To appreciate the truth
of his words, it is enough to
witness the collective gasP of
a group ofthree-Year-olds as
theywatch a tiger eat an
entire plate of sandwiehes
in one go.

bv Jo Caird
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