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February 19, 2020

A PENETRATING THEATRICAL 
RESPONSE to the global 
refugee crisis might not 
seem like obvious terrain 
for ZooNation founder 
Kate Prince, creator of the 
exuberant hip hop shows 
Into the Hoods and Some 
Like It Hip Hop – still less 
one soundtracked by Sting. 
While not every little thing 
she does is magic there 
are, however, numerous 
transporting moments in this 
dynamic new production.

The show, Message In A 
Bottle, follows the journey of 
a family from an unnamed 
desert nation, whose 
happy community is torn 
apart by civil war, leading 
them to risk a dangerous 
voyage to a foreign land 
and detention in a pitiless 
facility in order to begin a 
new life. The storytelling 
is episodic, with each 
short scene accompanied 
by a different Sting song 
(specially re-recorded), and, 
other than a few hazy plot 
points, dramaturg Lolita 
Chakrabarti ensures the 
production has a decent 
narrative drive. Unlike most 
jukebox musicals, which 
shoehorn in dialogue just to 

cue the next number, this is a 
relatively lithe, smooth use of 
existing material, and reaches 
for a greater profundity.

On the downside, though 
this is undoubtedly an urgent 
story that should be told, 
and with as much persuasive 
force as the art form allows, 
it’s also a familiar one, and 
little here surprises; there’s an 
inescapable feeling of ticking 
off expected plot points. 
That’s exacerbated by some 
overly literal choreography, 
closer to re-enacting than 
dramatic representation of 
events, such as the overlong 
sea journey sequence. 
Similarly, a few Sting songs 
are used in exactly the 
way you would expect, 
like prostitutes writhing to 
“Roxanne”, or the clunky 
pairing of imprisonment 
and “If You Love Somebody 
Set Them Free”.

Far more exciting 
is Prince’s innovative 
movement response to 
other songs, reframing 
familiar tracks in a way that 
both opens up the music 
and connects us to the 
characters’ plight. “Every 
Breath You Take” illustrates 
the stifling oppression of 
a dehumanising detention 
centre, while the title track 
becomes a collective rallying 
cry from the dispossessed, 
“Englishman in New 

York” eloquently expresses 
immigrant alienation, 
and “Shape of My Heart” 
becomes a show-stopping 
romantic blossoming 
between two men.

The latter, riffing on the 
traditional pas de deux, 
is danced with exquisite 
tenderness and buoyant 
athleticism by Samuel Baxter 
and assistant choreographer 
Tommy Franzén. Elsewhere, 
Prince nods to contemporary, 
jazz, folk, tap and tribal 
dance, a fusion that echoes 
this cultural melting pot of 
emigrés; the only glaring 
misstep is an agonised 
krump number peculiarly 
accompanied by “De 
Do Do Do”. Franzén is 
an electrifying presence 
throughout, whether 
matching intricate guitar 
licks with gravity-defying 
breaking or conveying a 
torrent of emotions via 
total physical abandon. 

Impressive, too, are the 
long-limbed, soaring Nafisah 
Baba, the eloquent and 
elegant Lukas McFarlane, 
and the vibrant Natasha 
Gooden, but this truly is 
a company effort, setting 
the tone of each scene 

and together forming 
Prince’s arresting stage 
pictures – each one crisp 
and bold as a Polaroid. 
The creative interpretation 
of Sting’s music is 
supported by exhilarating 
new arrangements from 
Hamilton’s Alex Lacamoire 
and Martin Terefe, with 
guest vocals from the 
likes of Beverley Knight 
and the useful addition 
of a hip hop beat.

There’s also assistance 
from Natasha Chivers’ 
superb lighting design. It 
dances with the company, 
as when fast-moving spots 
pick out leaping columns 
of performers, and it’s 
also a key facet of evoking 
the horrors of war, with 
bursts of light behind the 
audience giving us the 
sudden scare of bombing. 
Ben Stones’ set design 
includes a handy portable 
geometric cage, illustrating 
physical and psychological 
entrapment, while Andrzej 
Goulding’s projections 
add another dimension, 
especially in the latter part 
of the show. In a lonely bed, 
Goulding’s video makes 
heart-wrenchingly palpable 
the absence of a loved one.

Throughout, Prince 
channels the socio-political 
scope of Sting’s work, but 
without the accompanying 
self-importance. Neither 
is this a punishingly bleak 
evening; on the contrary, 
it’s bursting at the seams 
with passion, humanity, 
love and hope. Arguably, 
the denouement is a little 
too sunny, but it’s still 
refreshing to see this weighty 
subject matter tackled with 
respect, and not swallowed 
by despair. Crucially, it’s 
likely to engage a wide 
and varied audience by 
entertaining first, teaching 
second – and will also inspire 
many to dig into Sting’s 
impressive back catalogue.
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Above: The cast of Message In A 
Bottle at the Peacock Theatre.
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