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     Choreographer Keith Michael calls The Alice-
in-Wonderland Follies a ballet vaudeville and sets it 
in New York’s Palace Theater circa 1915, 50 years 
after the publication of Lewis Carroll’s  Victorian 
masterwork. His musical choices range from  
19th-century favorites by Robert Schumann to rags 
and pop songs of the pre-World War I era. These give 
the hour-long enterprise – pitched at children but with 
enough visual wit and beautifully executed dancing 
to hold the most finicky ballet fan – a richness and 
intimacy rare on local stages, even the biggest ones.
     The Alice books have been Disneyfied and 
otherwise sliced and diced for the stage by such 
august personages as Robert Wilson. Michael’s 
version, with exquisite nursery-furniture set pieces 
by Gillian Bradshaw-Smith and Sylvia Nolan’s 
impeccably executed costumes, manages to be utterly 
absorbing and true to its era while foregrounding 
ballet values. The Follies is very much a romp, 
incorporating acrobatics, ballroom, and burlesque 
movement styles. But the rigor of ballet defines it, 
and young audiences (I saw it at a preview in a theater 
full of inner-city kids and teachers) remain engrossed 
by the classical dancing as much as by their literary 
expectations, aligning the Tenniel images with the 
visions coming to life on stage.
     

     The magic of Alice suddenly growing huge is 
represented by Christina Paolucci’s head emerging 
through the roof of a dollhouse, which is revealed to 
contain another smaller dollhouse. An entire chorus 
line plays the Caterpillar. The classic “Jabberwocky” 
sequence, the work’s only excursion into speaking,  
is staged as a sort of juba hambone, gumboot-style 
rhythmic turn. Well-schooled youngsters are 
honeycombed throughout the cast. Imagine a totally 
unwired world, and the impact of so much visual 
richness on the children in it. Then unplug a 21st 
Century kid, and head for the Gould. 
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