Warning: Strictly for adult audiences only - Betty Grumble contains strong language, nudity, theatre blood, but there's no strobe, nor smoking on stage or sudden loud noises. 
This is the greeting we are welcomed with as we take our seats before the show. It’s a portent and an unexpected one, given the drag queen humour of the show’s poster. We are given score sheets to judge Betty on categories such as Beauty, Swim Wear and Talent, but it becomes clear that these are a ruse to collect feedback and ensure our participation. This proves to be unnecessary due to the talent of the performer; from the very beginning I’m wholly implicated as critic, voyeur and sister.
Our first glimpse of Betty is from behind a plastic curtain, where her shadow looms threateningly in a grotesque parody of the show to come.
From the first few minutes it’s apparent that Betty Grumble is about to crumble, and we’re strapped in for one hell of a ride as witnesses.
As Betty totters onto the small stage she is accompanied by a voice over which could be the Beauty Pageant MC, or the voice inside her head. This voice is alternatively simpering and menacing and is the sticky stuff that holds the show together with its sickly giggle, whilst the Beauty Pageant format is manipulated to provide structure to allow Betty the Beauty Queen to magnificently and shockingly disintegrate.
The message is delivered and recognised early on –and for me the rest of the show was about waiting to see the results of the action and wonder just how far Betty would go – as well as hope for some respite and realisation for Betty.
Betty taps, grinds, shimmies and shakes her way through a number of routines (and fluids), providing us with arresting visual images throughout the night. The staging is spectacular yet simple with vibrant well made costumes, 
from patriotic paraphernalia to skimpy cowboy.

The performance artist, Emma Maye Gibson has been a dancer since she was four, and this shows in the exquisite way she commands attention, even when in the most demeaning of poses.

She artfully portrays the bind that Betty (and all women by default) are in when trying to achieve the impossible standards set by some sections of society.
Betty at some points believes she is beautiful, according to social standards, and yet is asked ‘what’s wrong?’ and told to ‘work it baby’ when she shows the slightest hesitation. I found this particular section, narrated by a male, the most uncomfortable as Betty is literally reduced to a dog, with all its patriarchal connotations.

There is a certain irony too, in using the female body as the stage itself. Would the show have the impact it does if Emma Maye’s body didn’t conform to traditional views of beauty? What would the story be if she was obese or skinny or misshapen?
Essentially the show is about what happens when a former Beauty Queen contestant realises that life isn’t all tiaras and tap dancing– and what it can be. As Betty leaves the stage for the last time she speaks her only line for the night and leaves stripped naked, but strong.

I came away with a strong sense of the power of the female body, and how the stage, in the right hands, can be a sacred site.
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