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Vamos Cuba!
Sadler’s Wells, London –
July 26, 2016

TAKING AS THE PREMISE of 
a stage show the tedium of 
being stuck in the airport 
is a high-risk strategy, and 
one that proves fatal for the 
aimless, underpowered and 
oddly uninspired Vamos 
Cuba! Choreographer Nilda 
Guerra scored a big hit for 
Sadler’s Wells with Havana 
Rakatan, but its follow-
up lacks that confident 
balancing of old and new, 
as well as a sense of driving 
purpose necessary to sustain 
a full-length production.

The cast play passengers 
and crew stranded in 
Havana airport when 
their flight to Miami is 
delayed. It’s a potentially 
fruitful source of nuanced 
drama – how do you define 
contemporary Cuba, and 
how is that shaped by those 
arriving and departing? 
– but entirely squandered
here. Instead, we get a hazy,
touristic postcard vision,
packed with clichés and
nostalgic glimpses of Cuban
history delivered primarily
by images on a screen,
rather than through dance.

The plotting is nebulous 
at best, with unconvincing 
flirtations and quarrels 
awkwardly linking the 
disparate numbers. Some 
sections are comedic in 
intent, if not especially in 
execution, and are unhappily 
married to gleaming 
floorshows largely devoid 
of characterisation. Perhaps 
most exasperating is the 
retrograde view of gender. 
The women are oversexed, 
blow-up Barbie dolls, poured 
into hot-pink stripagram 
stewardess outfits or cabaret 
costumes composed of 
feathered headdresses 
and little else, and their 
movement is embarrassingly 
limited: endless leg-stroking, 
wiggling, booty-popping, 

pouting and mincing on high 
heels. The men, meanwhile, 
are ostentatiously 
athletic lechers. 

All of which might be 
forgivable, just about, if 
the movement itself was 
extraordinary – this would 
hardly be the first dance 
show to skimp on narrative 
and three-dimensional 
characterisation. However, 
Guerra’s only trump card is 
speed, with fairly anodyne 
sequences played on 
fast-forward in the hopes 
of creating a wow factor. 
The group numbers are 
strangely blocked, feeling 
too contained on this big 
stage, and upping the 
tempo doesn’t disguise the 
repetition created by using 
such a narrow vocabulary 
– the shoulder shimmy
quota is wildly exceeded.

What’s puzzling is that 
Guerra is, theoretically, 
referencing numerous 
dance styles, with glimpses 
of mamba, salsa, cha 
cha, reggaeton, rumba, 
contemporary and jitterbug, 
to name just a few, but 
they’re watered down to the 
extent that each variation 
is bland, indistinguishable 
or both. The contemporary 
section is mainly composed 
of stretching, the addition 

of fans to a salsa number 
is visually interesting but 
limits partnering, and the 
odd attempt at story-led 
movement, like a pointless 
fight section, falls flat. 
Routines meander into 
being and peter out, with 
no discernable climax, 
and even the club-like 
passages lack dynamism. It’s 
simultaneously too studied 
for a culture supposedly 
steeped in music and 
dance, and too sloppy for 
a professional show – the 
latter particularly noticeable 
in the patchy sync work.

The lulls and lethargy 
are all the more glaring 
when contrasted with the 
propulsive live music. 
Lazaro Joao Aguilera 
provides the rhythmic, 
laidback charisma missing 
elsewhere when he stops 
dancing to strum a guitar 
and croon, while powerhouse 
diva Geidy Chapman 
regularly steals focus. In 
addition to a velvety tone, 
authentic expressiveness 
and impressive vocal range, 
her natural grooving to the 
beat off to the side of the 
stage is frequently more 
engaging than whatever’s 
happening in the centre. 
Her singing alone is worth 
the price of admission. 

Among the dancers, 
Katia Perez impresses most 
with her sinewy grace, 
cool strength and flashes 
of knowing wit during a 
throwback cabaret number 
– the show could certainly
use more of her. The rest of
the ensemble is hardworking
and enthusiastic, but
their delivery is uneven,
with jumps and lifts
often laboured.

What’s really missing 
is ingenuity in the 
presentation. Besides 
Adam Wiltshire’s droll fire 
engine-red vinyl airport 
set, with a top tier for the 
excellent band, and the 
tongue-in-cheek tannoy 
announcements, there’s little 
to surprise. Suitcases might 
have taken flight, proving 
a versatile and thematically 
resonant prop as they are 
in the new Harry Potter 
play, but here they remain 
stolidly earthbound. As does 
this sadly flat and sterile 
show, which misses as both 
giddy summer froth and 
a dance production with 
something meaningful to 
say about Cuban culture 
and national identity.

MARIANKA SWAIN

Above: The cast of Vamos Cuba!  
at Sadler’s Wells.
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