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Isaac de los Reyes.  
Urban Nutcracker is an unique Boston holiday tradition. Anthony Williams’ show takes over 70 child dancers from throughout greater Boston and combines them with dozens of professional adult dancers for a community - building interpretation of this classic holiday ballet. Melding Tchaikovsky with Duke Ellington, there’s a rhythm to support the smorgasbord of highlighted dance styles.

The Prologue is really the high point of the evening, showcasing the talents of four local veteran Doo-Wop singers who do a heart-stopping version of Starlight, Shining So Bright. This is followed by a dance-off between local tap dancing master Khalid Hill and the new Urban Nutcracker star Issac de los Reyes. A popular flamenco dancer in Europe, de los Reyes was actually born in Dorchester to parents who were dancers and choreographers. This is his triumphant return to the neighborhood of his youth - and he and Khalid Hill engage in the kind of duel of the feet that mirrors the face-off challenges of rappers. Back and forth, answering and embellishing with their feet, their percussion rhythms wind up the crowd.

And who is in the crowd? The siblings and friends of those 70+ children and the families who want to turn their kids onto dance the easy way: through bedazzling them. And it works. The tap and hip-hop and swing produce a wave of excitement among the young viewers that sweeps them right into the more classical sections of the production. They are happily seduced into admiring ballet and classical music with nearly the same animation as they display for the undisputed favorite of the evening, break-dancer Liem Nguyen, with his astounding acrobatic style. Only Nguyen could finish his solo by catapulting off the stage, over the orchestra pit to land in an aisle and flow out of the theatre. We weren’t surprised later to see him swamped by teenagers seeking his autograph.

As for the Nutcracker itself, the audience was full of oooh’s and aaah’s as the adults shepherd the children through their paces with good humor and high standards. Ilanga returns to this production for the sixth time, not only as part of the Doo-Wop group (he was an original member of the G-Clefs), but also in the role of grandfather. His is an energetic and graceful presence.

One of the challenges with the Nutcracker is that in Act II, there is a very linear succession of one set-piece after another. Originally choreographed as a world-tour of movement, the moves are rather clichéd - whether of the Sheik with his harem or the Russian with his big fur hat. With this production, however, and its rainbow of dancers, the international elements take on a special richness.

Children bouncing on big polka-dotted balls is a favorite with the young crowd and the hula hoopers come in a close second. It is a rowdy event, but that does not stop the audience from quietly holding their breath during the classical elements, too. Altogether the show is, as my companion said, "a rough collage." But even the pre-show chaos in the foyer (with excessive lines at the will-call tables and to the women’s bathroom leading to a 20 minute opening delay) is entirely forgiven by the end. If the goal of this production - all proceeds go to the non-profit BalletRox - is to educate and enthuse another generation of Boston dance fans, then big-time congratulations are due to Anthony Williams.



Sue Katz has published journalism and been a public speaker on the three continents where she has lived. She used to be most proud of her martial arts career and her world travel, but now it’s all about her heaving cleavage. Say hi at writer@suekatz.com. Portrait Photographer: Kevin Cox
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