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URBAN NUTCRACKER 
Review by Norm Gross
At Boston's John Hancock Hall is BalletRox's 6th seasonal production of "Urban Nutcracker," conceived and choreographed by Anthony Williams and adapted from E.T.A. Hoffman's original source material by David Ira Rottenberg. As in the past, it is set in a contemporary city, presumably Boston, where Laurie Williams and her two young children, Clarice and Omar, ready their home for Christmas visitors. Amongst their guests are Drosselmeyer, a local magician, and his assistant Mini-Meyer. After entertaining everyone with his tricks Drosselmeyer gives Clarice a toy soldier-styled-nutcracker as a holiday gift. Later that evening, when everyone has gone and her family is asleep. Clarice returns to the festive living room. There, as she watches their Christmas tree suddenly grow to an enormous size, a host of feasting mice are joined by their King and are challenged in battle by her toy nutcracker. He's vigorously assisted by an army of lithely dancing lady soldiers. Although the mice are defeated, both the nutcracker and the mouse King are killed. However, Drosselmeyer magically restores the toy soldier back to life and transforms him into a handsome Prince. Then, Clarice accompanies the magician, his assistant, and the Prince to Fantasyland. There they're enthralled by wonderful dancers from all over the world. In a succession of tantalizing performances, dancers from Spain, Arabia, China, and elsewhere, entertain them. Later when all the evening's celebrations are ended, Clarice bids them farewell and happily returns home. While last year's production at the Strand Theatre in Boston's Dorchester neighborhood was certainly impressive, this time around some highly noteworthy changes and additions have been introduced. The production's opening urban prologue has been greatly enhanced by a dazzling dance duet between Isaac de los Reyes, a renowned Flamenco dancer, and Khalid Hill, a prominent former dancing cast member from Broadway's "Bring in 'Da Noise, Bring in 'Da Funk." Later, Liem Nguyen, an extraordinary break dancer, electrifies the capacity audience with his eye-popping flips, slides, summersaults and head spins. A large group of youngsters, known as "A Chosen Few," execute some exciting step dancing, with added moments by still others performing Doo Wop, Hip Hop, and even some tap dancing. When Clarice enters Fantasyland she's captivated by Japanese ballerina Mifa Ko as the Sugar Plum Fairy and Ramon Thielen, of the Dance Theatre of Harlem, as her cavalier, in an ardently executed Grand Pas De Deux. Isaac de los Reyes returns again for the commanding Spanish dance, followed by Amanda Bertone and Christine Sandorfi performing the intriguing Chinese-styled turns. Equally imposing were Maleek Washington's high leaps throughout the Russian episode, and especially Dean de Luna, accompanied by his eight female dancers, capering in-and-out of jumbo, colorful hoops. Caitlin Novero and Marlon Taylor Wiles as the Snow Queen and the Snow Prince, and still later Ms. Novero, again as the Dew Drop Fairy, accompanied by a fine ensemble of colorfully adorned "Flowers" were all equally notable. Much praise must also go to young Grace Jenkins as Clarice, and Dr. Michael Shannon and Yo-El Cassell as Drosselmeyer and Mini-Meyer. Laurie Willams, Sam Squires, Ilanga, and Shanna Haverly as Clarice's dancing mother, brother, grandfather, and aunt, were all quite effective. The brightly colorful sets and costumes designed by Rebecca Cross along with Nancy Goldstein's well defined lighting also added much to the production. The smooth blending of Tchaikovsky's majestic original music with Duke Ellington and his orchestra's rhythmically pulsating Jazz reinterpretations continued on, throughout the evening, as the triumphantly melodic core of this splendid presentation. Now playing through December 17. (My Grade: 5) 
