
THEATRE
T

Give a little love: Sean Holmes, below 
left, runs high-energy rehearsals, 
above. Below, Jodie Foster as Tallulah

During his 22-year career, 
director Sean Holmes has 
won an Olivier award 
and managed a £20m 
makeover of one of 

Britain’s most prestigious 
theatres. But he may have met 
his match in a children’s toy.

“Splurge guns,” he says 
ruefully. “Obviously physics 
is the problem with splurge 
guns. You want to fire 
something at velocity, but if 
you fire an object at velocity 
it hurts.”

The iconic custard-firing 
guns are at the heart of Bugsy 
Malone, Alan Parker’s much-
loved 1976 film musical which 
starred Jodie Foster and an 
all-child cast. While popular 
among drama teachers looking 
for an end-of-term spectacular, 
the show is rarely seen on stage 
for the simple reason that Parker 
continually turns down requests 
from professional companies. 
(The last production took place 
more than a decade ago.)

When Holmes submitted his 
ideas for a new version, however, 
Parker said yes. And the story of 
boxing scout Bugsy Malone, his 
singer girlfriend Blousey Brown, 
and the shady denizens of Fat Sam’s 
Grand Slam Speakeasy is now set 
to open at the Lyric Hammersmith, 
the theatre where Holmes is artistic 
director, at the end of the month. 

“What’s interesting about the film 
is that it’s not cute or sentimental,” 
says Holmes, perched on a plastic 
chair in the theatre’s dance studio. 
“It’s really witty and ironic. It values 
the energies of the kids and it 
doesn’t patronise them. It felt like 
the perfect fit for the Lyric.”

Indeed, it was the Lyric’s links 
with young people – it runs 
west London’s largest youth 
theatre, and works with schools 
and disadvantaged youth – that 
persuaded Parker to give the green 
light, together with plans to rev up 
the show a bit. 

“Obviously, we’re setting it in 
Depression-era New York,” says 
Holmes, probably anticipating a 
question about new rap versions of 
the songs, as seen in Andrew Lloyd 
Webber’s revival of Cats. “There’s 
splurge guns, there’s pedal cars, 
there’s fedora hats, there’s chorus 
girls, there’s everything you would 
want from Bugsy Malone. But 
hopefully what we’re giving with this 
production is everything you would 
expect and more.”

The “more” includes the wise 
decision by Holmes to let the 
children sing their own songs, 
dubbed by adults in the film. “I 
remember watching the song Down 
and Out, and I got really confused, 
like, ‘How come his voice is so low 
when he’s only about 11 years old?’” 
says Max Gill, 13, one of the actors 
playing Fat Sam, the central 
gangster. Max, a gifted comic, plays 
Fat Sam like a young Al Pacino – but 
one who is very definitely a child.

Three sets of under-16s share 
the seven lead roles, backed by 
a 14-strong ensemble aged 
between 16 and 22 who can 
perform every night, do the 
bigger dance numbers, and 
provide, well – height. 

The older actors were initially 
sceptical about the staging. 
“I honestly thought it 
wasn’t going to 
work,” says Lauran 
Rae, 21. “I thought 
there was no way 
we could play kids. 
But now that we’re 
in rehearsals it 
totally works. If it 
were a group of 11 
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and 10-year-olds it would look quite 
young, if that makes sense. The older 
kids and heights balance it out.”

There isn’t a hint of youth theatre 
about this show. New York accents 
are solid – the kids clearly know 
their Goodfellas – and each actor 
convinces in their role. Samantha 
Allison, 14, a redhead with a long 
West End CV, has a cool smokiness 
to her voice that makes her a terrific 
Tallulah, Fat Sam’s moll and the 
speakeasy’s star chanteuse. “I love 
how versatile she is,” Allison says. 
“She’s one character to Bugsy, and 
then to someone else she can just 
flip. She’s got so many layers. She’s 
like an onion. An onion with loads 
of pearls and stuff.”

The children thrive on being 
treated like adults, which is evident 
when Holmes gives them a dry 
note: “Shall we do that again, but 
better?” They laugh, and do it again, 
but better.

While some of the young leads 
have starred in Matilda, Charlie and 

the Chocolate Factory, The 
Bodyguard or The Wizard of Oz, 
others come fresh from 
weekend drama clubs. The 
one thing they all have in 
common is talent.

“A lot of them have grown 
wings,” says musical director 

Phil Bateman. “We were 
really moved the 
other day by one 
of our little 
Blouseys, who 
has the least 
experience, 
singing a song.”

“Nothing 
happened, 
none of the 

backgrounds then they’ll make 
different work and it would make it 
really exciting.”

In the dance studio, the ensemble 
is zooming through routines and 
there’s none of the hands-on-knees 
shtick that has become cheesy 
shorthand for the Twenties. “It would 
be a shame, I think, to get a room 
of talented people and try to make 
them the dancers of the Twenties,” 
says McOnie, himself so fresh faced 
at 30 that he could slot quite easily 
into his own cast.

Instead, the Charleston rhythms in 
Fat Sam’s Grand Slam are matched 
with acrobatics, and nods towards 
contemporary dance. And without 
spoiling anything, the So you Wanna 
be a Boxer set-piece is thrilling: 
elegant, witty and clever.

“Seeing a very young person 
start to fall in love with the craft of 
connecting with people is electric,” 
McOnie says. “You can see it starting 
to slot in to place for all these 
people who’ve come together and 
are learning from people who are 
slightly older and slightly younger. 
It creates a very magical energy.”

“The older you get, you do forget 
to have fun,” says 21-year-old 
Lauran wistfully. She is quickly 
distracted by Max trying on her wig 
and doing impressions. The cast 
dissolves into giggles. However 
ancient you feel, there’s still room 
in your life for pedal cars and bad 
guys – and Holmes assures me that 
they’ve solved the problem with the 
splurge guns.

 ‘Bugsy Malone’ opens the new 
Reuben Foundation Wing at the Lyric 
Hammersmith on April 28. For tickets, 
go to lyric.co.uk
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choreography, anything,” adds 
choreographer Drew McOnie. 
“This young girl had put a spell 
on everybody in the room. There 
was a silence and then everybody 
erupted.” 

The Fat Sams are funny, and the 
Tallulahs generally aloof, but each 
actor interprets their character 
in their own way. “Our Fat Sams 
and Bugsys and Blouseys are all 
very different from each other,” 
says Holmes. “We celebrate them, 
rather than having an idea of what 
that character is and trying to 

squeeze three very different people 
into that role.” 

There’s more riding on Bugsy
than simply being a good show: it’s 
a statement of intent from the Lyric. 

It’s something of a miracle that 
in the increasingly austere arena of 
arts funding, £20million has been 
found to revitalise the Lyric, but 
that’s testament to the high regard in 
which the theatre is held. As well as 
its focus on youth, groundbreaking 
productions like Ghost Stories and 
the 2009 revival of the hit teen 
musical Spring Awakening have 
transferred to the West End, and in 
2011 Holmes’s production of Blasted
by Sarah Kane won the Olivier award 
for Outstanding Achievement in an 
Affiliate Theatre. 

Wisely, the lovely 19th-century 
auditorium hasn’t been touched. 
“There’s not a bad view in the house, 
why would you?” Holmes says. 
Instead the building has evolved into 
a space in which young people can 
enjoy the arts and create cultural 
work: there is a new film studio, 
places for writers, even gamers, to 
work in and a sensory room where 
disabled children can play with light 
and sounds.  

The energy in the building is 
palpable: it feels like an exciting 
place waiting for good things. As 
if to underline this in the most 
idyllic fashion, the Bugsy cast come 
back off break, running up the 
stairs laughing.

“The reality is that there are lots 
of jobs, director definitely being one 
of them, which are drawn from a 
relatively narrow section of society,” 
says Holmes. “If in 10, 15 years’ 
time the people who are running 
British theatre are from different 

THE SUNDAY TELEGRAPH / APRIL 19 2015 L 7


