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Cattle Call: Eloquent experiments in movement
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Ismene Brown reviews Cattle Call at the Phoenix Dance Theatre

Can you resist a musical where the opening announcement reminds you to switch your

mobile on and advises that, should you find an explosive device, kindly tuck it under
your seat so that it doesn't obstruct gangways?

This is Cattle Call, the hilariously ruthless new musical about showbiz from Richard
Thomas, co-creator of Jerry Springer - the Opera, collaborating with great originality
with Javier de Frutos's Phoenix Dance Theatre of Leeds, where it premiéred. The
Phoenix element is pivotal, the quality of the dancers adding a choreographic
sophistication and eloquence you never see in musicals, recalling de Frutos's robust
West End Cabaret choreography but also his touching Elsa Canasta for Rambert.

A cattle call is a mass audition for would-be artistes - a stage somewhere between
Britain's Got Talent and Extras, where any job, however lowering, will do as long as you
can get an Equity card. We see the motley hopefuls assemble in a makeshift waiting
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area 1n a school gym (pertect design and lighting by Katrina Lindsay and Michael Hulls),
seething with desperation like creatures in a Bosch inferno, sparing no self-abasement
to catch the eye of a skinny Nazi of a girl who's calling the auditions.

Two sopranos dressed as Maria Callas in her crimson velvet Tosca gown bust their
lungs in competing keys, upstaging each other with violence, if necessary (Adey
Grummet and Loré Lixenberg, divine). A Chippendale wannabe in grey underpants
flexes his streakily tanned buttocks, hordes of dance graduates fight and break each
other's legs. They forget words - the Ave Maria chorus turns rapidly into "Tia Maria".
They crawl to the Nazi and her precious microphone, wheedling in a baroquely
extended chorus: "Oh please, please, please God, pretty, pretty please." Gunshots ring
out between "auditions", often with mooing attached.

Thomas and de Frutos drag us gleefully from one extreme to another, merciless here,
briefly compassionate there. A pregnant showgirl sings a sweet ditty: "Death will come
quite soon, maybe in the back of a cab, maybe from a suppurating scab, oooh, baby."
Then she is beaten up by her bovine boyfriend in a frightening de Frutos pas de deux in
the make-up room. The Nazi woman, played with razor viciousness by ex-Rambert star
Ana Lujan Sanchez, gets a heart-stoppingly lyrical pas de trois with two men togged up
as satyrs hopeful of trot-on parts in The Lion, the Witch and the Wardrobe. You forgive
her everything for her dancing - one of de Frutos's crucially accurate contributions.

I fancy Flanders and Swann lurk somewhere in Thomas's past; in the wordplay, or the
hypnosis of a simple musical repetition. And it is wonderfully cathartic when the
audition pianist (Jonathan Williams) hobbles out on crutches to deliver the song I
Regret Everything, with its chorus: "---- the career, aa-aaa-aaa-arrgh." Every pianist in

showbiz, of course, was once playing Beethoven concertos on a Cambridge B Mus.
With better amplification, so we don't miss a word, this hugely entertaining show will
be a classic.

e Cattle Call tours to Salford and Newcastle: tour details www.phoenixdancetheatre.co.uk
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