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	LIFE & LEISURE
DANCE REVIEW: This ‘Nutcracker’ gets your toes tapping
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“Urban Nutcracker,” presented by BalletRox, is being performed at Dorchester’s Strand Theatre. (Courtesy photo)
By IRIS FANGER 
For The Patriot Ledger
Outside the Strand Theatre at Uphams Corner, Dorchester, the shoppers on the snowy sidewalks moved in unconscious counterpoint to the agitated horns of the automobiles trying to negotiate the Saturday traffic. Inside, on stage, the city’s patterns and rhythms were echoed by the melodious crooning of the Doo Wop Singers quartet, and the smart moves of the Hip-Hop Dancers, exploding in jagged kicks and clenched fists as the curtain went up on the ‘‘Urban Nutcracker.’’

Now in its fifth year, ‘‘Urban Nutcracker’’ is directed by Anthony Williams, a former member of the Boston Ballet in its early days under E. Virginia Williams (no relation). Williams, who grew up in the Bromley-Heath housing project in Jamaica Plain, credits a scholarship from the Boston Ballet School for rescuing him from trouble when he was a member of a street gang.

His memories of the past no doubt inform his version of ‘‘The Nutcracker,’’ which is set to the traditional Tchaikovsky score, but amplified by portions of the jazz-flavored Duke Ellington revision, with additions by David Berger.

The production is a collage of images based on the familiar story, high-lighted by the requisite ballerinas on pointe, however, they are often elbowed from the spotlight by crews of assertive tap performers, the Hip-Hop kids and the break dance virtuoso, Liern Nguyen, who thinks nothing of taking a series of spins on his head in the B-Boy solo of the Prologue.

The whole of the production is refreshed by a consistent sense of humor as if to remind us that the story of Clara and her Nutcracker Prince need not be treated reverently or traditionally despite its fabled origins in the Imperial Ballet in St. Petersburg more than 100 years ago.

Now a director of a ballet school in Jamaica Plain, Williams has cast a small army of children as well as artists from the community in ‘‘Urban Nutcracker.’’ Penelope De la Rosa as Clarice (as Clara is called) and Maya Burlingame-Luckett as her cousin led the children at last Saturday’s performance.

In addition, Williams has brought in a number of professional ballet dancers for the major adult roles, including the Venezuelan-born E. Leticia Guerrero, who made a delicate and precise Sugar Plum Fairy at the opening performance, partnered by Davide Vittorino, a veteran of many European ballet troupes, as her Cavalier. (Both are members of Festival Ballet in Providence).

With hip-hop expert Ricardo Foster leading a street-smart group, Ilanga, the suave and expressive dancer as Clarice’s grandfather (and Doo-Wop singer), and Khalid Hill fronting the tap-dancing orphans who rush out from Mother Ginger’s shoe, ‘‘Urban Nutcracker’’ is a rich, if sometimes unruly stew of a stage celebration that’s guaranteed to charm even those persons who profess to be satiated with holiday treats.

Michael Shannon as a mysterious Dr. Drosselmeyer, accompanied by his smaller sidekick, Yo-el Cassell, as the antic Minimeyer, provide the connecting thread from the Prologue to the Christmas Party, through the Snow Scene in the forest to the Palace of Sweets in Act II.

Cassell, who is a graduate of the Boston Conservatory Dance Department, will be seen next year on Broadway in the new musical version of ‘‘Pinocchio.’’ Shannon is the elegant straight man of the pair, always in control while Cassell is a clown with a yen for the spotlight, even if he’s not the center of the action. Their scene-stealing performances are worth the price of admission.

While choreographing the entire program, Williams has wisely allowed the various experts to devise their own numbers. Hill’s ‘‘Orphans in a Shoe’’ is the standout in terms of innovation as the tiny kids lined up behind him to tap out their crackling riffs. Rebecca Cross designed the colorful costumes which mix tutus with T-shirts, and painted backdrops that combine the architecture of the city with the familiar icons of the holiday.

‘‘Urban Nutcracker’’ will run next weekend, in a matinee and evening performance Saturday and a Sunday matinee. Adriana Suarez and Gianni Di Marco, members of the Boston Ballet, will appear as the Sugar Plum Fairy and her Cavalier at Sunday’s performance, Dec. 18.

URBAN NUTCRACKER
Presented by BalletRox at The Strand Theatre, 543 Columbia Road, Dorchester, last weekend. Repeats Dec. 17-18 at 7:30 p.m. Sat. and 2 p.m. Sat. and Sun. $15, $20, $29, $35. 617-635-1408, ticketweb.com; balletrox.org.
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