
Cracker for Christmas

Ismene Brown reviews Nutcracker! and Arthur Pita Open Heart at Sadler's Wells and
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So pretty, so funny, so frisky and good-hearted - Matthew Bourne 's Nutcracker! has just

about everything desirable in a Christmas show. It's not classical ballet, and those

expected dance highlights for some of Tchaikovsky's most ravishing waltzes don't get

you all tingly the way a Kne ballet production can, but very few ballet productions send

you home feeling as good about life as this one.

It's hard to believe from the pizzazz and savvy staging that this Nutcracker! dates from

1992, when Bourne was a choreographic ingenue, long before making his name with

Swan Lake. From the Krst appearance of downtrodden little orphan Clara, her mouth

making an "oooh!" of thrilled awe on realising that we are all there watching her,

Bourne's witty amiability asserts itself.

He "does" children irresistibly, from the winningly optimistic Dickensian waifs to the

horrid spoilt brats of the grotesque grown-up proprietors. The orphanage splits open

spine-tinglingly and the Nutcracker is perfectly fashioned to spook you before turning

into Clara's dream boy. Act 2 is a deliriously camp riot of pink, oozing ice-cream
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into Clara's dream boy. Act 2 is a deliriously camp riot of pink, oozing ice-cream

sexiness and an Absolutely Fabulous sense of girly satire.

The attractive little orchestra Tashes through Tchaikovsky's magical music under Ben

Pope's baton, with some beautifully played solos. Shelby Williams was a captivating

ugly-duckling Clara, bursting out of her vest with desire; Gemma Payne her brilliantly

nasty, grinning nemesis, Sugar. Great Christmas family fun.

If Bourne knows he can't claim choreographic genius, I think his greatest gift is to have

given dance back its sense of humour. One of his former young stars, Arthur Pita,

launched his own company with a promising double bill involving love in the Swiss

Alps, a moose with waggly ears and 30 female drummers from Glasgow.

Bugger - a Fairy Tale advertises itself a little over-heavily in the title, because it was

hardly any more buggerish than anything Bourne does. Everything is set up for

comedy: the vivacious Alpine backdrop, the moose-head, the madcap music - and, most

memorably, the talking underpants.

And yet this love a[air between a lost hiker and a herdsman was given a real, delicate

feeling by the elKn Pita and the very handsome Jose Tirado (who left the Royal Ballet

last year). Pita seems to have both comic sense and the ability to write male love pas de

deux of striking grace and eloquence.

BoomShe SheBoom was even more of a one-o[ (surely impossible to tour), showcasing

30 earbashing drummers and one dancer, the tall, muscular Kate Coyne, dressed rather

repellently and wriggling and pecking like some crazed animal. At one spectacular

point, she goosestepped on with four life-sized marionettes of herself harnessed to

either side, mechanically duplicating her every move. Artfully lit, the e[ect was intense

and disturbing. Pita is a bright spark in the making.
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'Nutcracker!' until Jan 24. Tickets: 020 7863 8000
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