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W ithout a song or 
a dance what are 
we? ABBA fans 

are convening to once again 
say thank you for the music 
in this latest incarnation 
of Mamma Mia! Following 
the stage production and 
movies, all set on a magical 
Greek island where everyone 
speaks English and bursts 
into Swedish pop, comes 
this immersive theatre/
dinner/disco hybrid.

It’s really the purest 
distillation of modern 
fandom, with audiences 
becoming part of the action. 
Unlike normal jukebox 
musicals, here you’re 
encouraged to sing, clap 
and dance along, plus 
record everything on your 
phone – gimme gimme 
gimme the individually 
curated Mamma Mia! 
experience. This London 
run at The O2 is the show’s 
first international outing; it’s 
been playing in Stockholm 
since 2016, and producers 
are eyeing up the US next.

Although the franchise’s 
success never really lay with 
its narrative depth, there 
were some comprehensible 
plotlines and a refreshing 
focus on female 
relationships. Not here: Calle 
Norlén, Roine Söderlundh 
and Björn Alvaeus’ story, 
adapted by Sandi Toksvig, 
is initially thin and later 
disappears altogether; it’s 
more shouty panto and 
cosily old-fashioned gags. 

Protagonist Kate worked 
on the first Mamma Mia! 
movie, and remained on 
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the island of Skopelos after 
falling for taverna owner 
Nikos. Now, her nephew is 
laying all his love on Nikos’ 
daughter, but Nikos forbids 
it, fearing he’ll whisk her 
off to England. There’s also 
an accidental arsonist chef, 

and a muttering Greek 
grandmother. (No one can 
understand the latter, but 
that’s presented as very 
much her fault, not the Brits 
abroad…) Sometimes, the 
emotional heft of ABBA’s 
music is honoured, as in an 
impassioned “The Winner 
Takes It All”; then again, 
“Mamma Mia” is sung 
to a tempting cigarette. 

However, the real 
character is the taverna 
itself. Bengt Fröderberg’s 
mammoth set accommodates 
500 diners on multiple 
levels, plus bars, a burbling 

fountain, a band and 
a giant catwalk for the 
nightclub portion. The 
detail is remarkable: 
mounds of bougainvillea, 
painted shutters, checked 
tablecloths, twinkling fairy 
lights, a video backdrop 
showing everything from 
an arriving plane to lapping 
ocean waves, and a balmy 
temperature and sunlit 
glow that will seem like 
paradise this winter.

It’s also surreally kitsch – 
like visiting the Eiffel Tower 
via Vegas – yet irresistibly 
escapist. There’s a whopping 
35 ABBA songs included, 
and it’s hard to overstate the 
camp pleasure of yelping out 
“SOS” with several hundred 
other devotees. However, the 

lesser-known tracks are met 
with hostile silence; since the 
drama isn’t really engaging 
enough to carry them, we’re 
only interested in the hits. 

I t’s also a shame there isn’t 
more audience interaction. 

Though the genial waiters 
occasionally join in (backing 
vocals, basic step-touches 
and disco moves), they’re 
not in character, and the 
actors only chat to a few 
people. Given how willing 
this crowd is, why not have 
an ABBA sing- or dance-off, 
costume or trivia contest? 
It would certainly suit the 
holiday camp vibe. Perhaps 
it’s too complicated when 
combined with the meal – 
though the latter is pretty 

mediocre, mass-catered 
Greek food: salad, olives 
and dips, lamb, baklava. 

However, co-directors/
choreographers Stacey 
Haynes and Söderlundh’s 
operation is otherwise 
impressively slick. 
Transitions are organic, and 
the performers effortlessly 
navigate and command the 
huge space, plus take the 
odd risk – like climbing a 
ladder for a Romeo and Juliet 
balcony moment. Most 
spectacular (if a bewildering 
non-sequitur) is the Cirque 
du Soleil aerial work: Elin 
König Anderson gives an 
accomplished, elegant hoop 
display, while Julia Imbach 
supplies graceful silk work 
as well as powerful vocals. 

Actors Steph Parry and 
AJ Bentley play instruments 
too, while Fed Zanni and 
Linda John-Pierre provide 
big comic turns. All segue 
easily into synchronised 
1970s moves, plus touches 
of ballroom tango and 
traditional Greek dance, and 
are grouped effectively into 
formation on the stairs or 
around the central fountain. 

Tickets for this theme 
park-esque experience begin 
at around £135; it really is a 
rich man’s world. Since you 
don’t move round much once 
seated, placement is also 
crucial, and some tickets have 
a restricted view. You do get 
your money’s worth in length 
terms – about four hours of 
dining and performance, 

plus another of voluntary 
disco – but, though that is 
West End musical/meal 
equivalent, it’s really not 
offering the quality of either. 
The appeal lies more in the 
combination: a pre-packaged 
musical staycation. From 
next month, it will also pair 
well with the ABBA: Super 
Troupers exhibition (see the 
January 2018 issue of Dancing 
Times) – making The O2 the 
new place of worship for 
dedicated dancing queens. ■
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Left top: Julia Imbach as 
Konstantina. Left middle: Gregor 
Stewart as Fernando, Fed Zanni as 
Nikos and AJ Bentley as Adam.  
Left bottom: Joanna Monro as 
Debbie. Right: Julia Imbach as 
Kostantina and AJ Bentley as  
Adam in Mamma Mia! The Party.


