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INSIDEVIEW:

DANCING FORTHEQUEEN
A conversotionwith QM2 DqnceCoptoin
CorolSummers
by
RichordH. Wogner
assengerships, and Cunard Line's Queen
Mary 2 in pafticular,are often describedas
floating cities. Indeed,in recentyears,the
qualify ofth€ showsand the theatersaboardthese
shipshas come to rival those in a major city
Along the samelines,while at onetime, showson
passengerships were ad hoc pcdormances
themselvesor in later
anangedby the passengers
years,by the ship'scruisestaff, nowadays,the performersare professionalsspecificallyengagedfor
the purposeof doing theseshows.
Carcl Surt|mersis the Dance Captain on
QM2. She is both a performerand the leaderof
the 12 memberdanceteam that doesthe production shows in the ship's 1,094 seat Royal Coult
Theatr€. Her danceexperiencegoesbackto when
shewasthreeandbegandoing highlanddancingin
her nativo Scotland. Sincether! shehas studied
ballet and goneto dancecollege. Her professional experienceincludesdancingon Cunard'sQueen
Elizabeth2 andQueenVicloriaas well as ir production showson land. Wesatdownto talk about
what it is like to perform at seaot Que€nMary 2.
Prepqtihg to perform
shows on QM2 are not produced by
flthe
I Cunatd irself but rarherby Belinda King
I
Producrionsof Nortbampton. England.
This company has produced shows for Queen

Victoria, QE2 andQM2 aswell asfor Cunard'ssister companySeaboumCruisesand lor \arious
shorcsidevenugs.
Showsfor the Royal Court Theaheare not
bought off-the-shelf but are developed with
Cunard and QueenMary 2 specifically in mind.
The productioncompany"hasto think of what fits
what ship, You havegot to mak€your showsfit to
yow audience.I think the audienceson QM2 are
differentthan on anothergruiseline. You havegot
to havethe corroctshow for the correctaudience."
Since QM2 attacts passenge$ from
Britain, the United States,Germanyandotherparts
oflhe world, developingshowsfor QM2 is not as
simple as developingthem for venuesthat caterto
a single nationality. Also, becausethe passenge$
are sophisticated,"it is not just sticking to what
they tnow but having a little bit of variety at the
sametime."
Dudng a given voyage,passengelswant to
seemore than one show. Consequently,the cast's
repeltoirc typically includes four productions
shows and four "bumpers." Bumpers are short
performancesthat opeoths welcomeonboardand
farewell showsaswell asround out showsby visiting perfomers, Thus, the production company
provides "about six hours of choreography,costumes,ideas,light design,and technicaldesign."
Once a new show is commissioned,the
artistic directorat BelindaKing Productionsdevel-

ops ideasfor the show decidingthe story line and
what numbersshewants to have in the show. "lt
startsoff with her. shewrites the shows,sendsher
ideasto the musicaldirector. He putsthe music
together.After that,the musicis givento the chowho comesup with ideas.[Theyare]
reographer
to thewardrobemistressbecause
the
alsospeaking
choreographerhasto know what the costumesare
and make sure everythingmatches. They have to
know what the sceneryis. what the set is so [they
arealsotalking]io the productiondesigner"
Becauseof the time. money and effort
involved,a givenshowmaynn for five yeiuson a
ship. During that time. diftlrent teamsof performerswill do the show.A givencastis oftenon
for six months.
Overtime,theshowsevolve.Forexample,
Ms. Summers performed the production show
on QM2'smaidenvoyageand she
"Apassionata"
performedit againwhensheretumedto theshipin
2009. "lt haschanged
slightlyin somethings.The
costumesare amazing. They were amazingbefbre
but now they are a little bit extraspecial.I don't
I amolderbutI apprcciate
the
knowif it is because
showso muchmorenow thanI did six yearsago."
The perlbrmersare selectedthrough an
auditionprocess. Singerscomein andsinga few
songs. Out of as manyas 100singerswho audition- l0 will be selected.Thosetenwill thencome
in for a "workshop"at whichlheynotonly singbut
combinations
to see
act. Theyaretriedin difTerent
good
togetherandwhosevoicesharmowho looks
nizetogether.Foursingersareselected
tojoin the
ca$t.
For the dancers.the companygoesto sevcountries
eral
including the Ukraine. Russia.
Rumania, Portugal as well as Scotland and
their
England. The applicantsllrst demonstrate
balletskills and then move on to a jazz nurnber.
They are taught a numberfrom the show and are
evaluatedon their ability to performthat number
Applicantsalso have a chanceto demonstrate
whethertheyhaveanyuniqueskillssuchasunusual leapsor jumpsor expertisein a particularstyle
of dance. From hundredsof applicants,12 are
finally selected."lt is a processof eliminationto
find thecastGal Lthecornpanllis lookingfor"
Thosewho are selectedthen live together
for a month or six weeks in a large house in
England. From nine in the momi[g to six at night.
the cast is in a rentedstudio leamhg and rehearsing the show. This takesplace six, sometimes
beforewe get
sevendaysa week. "Soour process
on ship is actually harder than any other percon
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thatcomesonboard.Forexample,thewaiterswork
had when they get here but we actually work hard
beforewe gethereaswell asduringthe production
shows."
"Fromthere.theydriveus all downin a big
bus and we get on lthe ship] in Southampton."
However.while the dimensions
ofthe RoyalCourt
Theatrestageare markedout on the floor of the
rehearsalstudioduring the preparationperiod so
the p€rformersare awareof whal the spaceis like,
they do not havethe lightsor technicalequipment
that will b€ usedin the show. Therefore,once the
castis onboardthe ship,thereis an additionalperiod wherethey are leaming the stagingof the show
and gettiog accustomedto the backstagearea.
During this period, rhe cast that had been
performingonboardcontinues
to peribrm."Slowly,
will
and
they will stad to do
we
start to do a show
lessandlessuntil eventuallythey getoff the ship."
Life Onboanl
typical day involvesgoing to the gym for a
workout after breakfast. While the cast
bums large amountsof energyduring
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rehearsalsand during performances,workoutshelp
to build muscleand maintainflexibility. "You have
to go to the gyn! you haveto build up your stamina."
They also do ballet classes,which develops
a more sustainedand conaolled staminathan the
workouts in the gym. In addition, 'we do try to
havea bit of a teamspirit. Ballel classunitesus in
that way and keepsus focusedand professional."
If it is the day of a productionshow,affer
lunch there will bc rehearsslsfrom 2 otlock on.
Becauseth€ theatreis usedfor passengeractivities
thrcughoutthe day,theserehearsalsare donewherev€r the cast can find free spacearound the ship.
'Space being a tender room, sometimesG 32
[the
ship'snightclubl, sometimesthe Que€nsRoom - whercvsrthere is a floor, the dancerswill be there
and reh€arsing.
"
At about4 o'clock, thercwill bc a technical
rehearsalilt the theateroften with the bandand the
ligbting personnel. A sound chcck is done, the
mechanicalapparatusthat lifl s€ctionsof the stage
testedand the lighting cuesgonc over.
This is followed by dinner and a half hour
rest. Then it is to the dressingrooms, where the
cast apply their make-up and arrange their costum€sfor that evening'sperformanccs.
Becauseof the small size of the dressing
rooms, the aast cannot keep all of thc cosbmes
neededfor all the showsandall the bumoersin the
dressingrooms. As a res,uh,they have-lo go to a
slorageareaof the theaterlocatedabovethe stage
level and bring down the coshrmesthat they wiu
rc€d for that night's show.
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Eachproductionshowinvolves severalcostume changes,which can include evcr)4hingfrom
dressesto hairpiecessnd shoes. Moreover,there is
often only secondsallocEGd for these cosh[ne
changes. Consequently,once a performer moves
off stageout of sight of the audience,he or she is
often fi'anticallyripping offone s€tof gam€nts and
donninganother
In order to facilitat€ these quick costume
changes,the csst memberslay out their costumes
prior to eachperformanc€in the ord€rthat they will
be need€dand in the way that that performerfeels
he or shecan don them most quickly. "Basica.lly,
you havea chai and you work backwards. At the
bottom,you havethe [costumesfor the] filale, the
last numbe!,So, it goes from the finale up to the
b€ginning. It is sod of like a big sandwichof costumes.You setthem in a way that is the fastestway
for you to pick themup andgcl themon. Everyone
hastheir own individual way of doing it."
Sincea performerdoesnot alwaysexit from
the samesideofthe stage,he or shehasto setcosturneson both sidesofthe stage, "So, I might have
half my costumesone side and half on the other
side. Sometimesif I have exited one way [and the
next entranccis on the olher side] I have to run
aroundall the way throughthe back corridor to get
to that side.which is a whole other performancein
itself becauseI am normally running and ripping a
hairpieccotrmy headat the sametime."
To make changing easier, the men's coshlrnesare fastenedwith Velcro while the women's
costumesmake use of quick zippers. Buttons,
hooks and eyes arc just too cumbersome. "Frorn

the hair to the shoesto the jewelry - - everythingis
clip-on. Any way we cancheatwith a costume,we
actually do."
Sometimesa performer will not make the
changein time due to a costumesticking or another performerknockiogoverhis or her chair Ifhe
or she fails to appear,the other perfomers "will
changethe s?acingin a way so thal it will not be
noticeablethat a danceris missing. Sometimes
a
performerwill come on in the middle of a number
becausethey have got themselvessorled, then
everybodywill shift back to where they are suF
posedto be and it shouldhappenir a way that the
audiencedoesnot notice."
The castdoestwo p€rformanceseachnight.
Betweenperfonnancesthere is a little time for a
rest. However, the costumeshave to b€ re-set to
exp€ditethe quick changesthat will haveto be done
during the secondshow.
Afterwards,costumeshaveto be broughtto
the laundry. The next day, the dressingroom areas
have to be preparedso that the guest entertainers
who will be peforming that nighl can use them.
This involvestakingcostumesbackto the storage
areaand making surethat any remainingitems aro
out-of-ths way.
Daysthatdo not havea showin theevening
aresomewhat
moreleisurely.While,therearestill
rehearsalsand workouts, the cast is not formally
assignedadditional duties. "Yearsago, we usedto
havelibrao/duti€s,a maximumof I0 hoursa week
per p€rson.Becauseof our productionshowsand
how many we do during a cruise, [aow, during a
typical voyage,lthey won't give us any extraduties
because
it is too muchwork." Still, thecastcanbe
seendoingsuchthingsashelpingoul duringimmigration inspectionsby directing passengerswhich
line to standon eic. Theyalsoaremodelsatjewelry andfashionshows. Providedit doesnot interfere
with rehearsalsor preparing for shows, "if the
cruise staff is looking for somehelp and they need
an extra handwe are more than willing to do it."
In the evenings,thecastis allowedaccessto
the ship's public rooms. However,there are rules
limiting which rooms that they can useas well as
behaviorin thoserooms. For example,they carmot
standat the barsor sit in largegroups. They must
wait until all the passengershave becn seated
before taking a s€atat a show. "Al the end of the
day, this is our job and we are not here to cruise.
Passenge$pay to be on here, to have thesepdvileges,we do not; we are herc to work."
The cast also mixes with the r€st of lhe
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ship'screw. "lt is nice to meet peoplefiom diferent departrnentsbecauseyou carulot eat, breathe
and work wilh the samepeople all the time. It is
dce to sp€akto other departmeds, make friends
from diferent countries;there is sucha wide range
of mtionalitieshere."
As dancecaptain,Ms. Summersis entitled
to her own stateroomequippedwith a single b€d,
wardrobe,televisioq DVD player,a small reftigerator and e bathrcom. "It is quite nice actually,
enoughspace. It is small - - with 1,000crcw on
here I wasn'l exp€cting a massiveroom. I dont
hav€e window - - the window is tum on the television on and seethe view fiom the bridge."
Performing
erforming on QueenMary 2 is in most ways
similar to performing on land. The production values,the technical equipmentand the
physical plant are on a par with thos€ in first tier
theate$on land. "Shipsusedto bs quite low down
[in the show businesshierarchy] but now the standard of production shows is quite high."
Consequently,while appearing in Broadway or
WestEnd productionsis the pinnacle,working in a
showon a passengership is not far behind.
Still, thele are some differences. On land
with the possibleexceptionof the top hit shows,the
numberof p€opleat a performancewill vary with
the day of the week with the audiencebeing rather
thin on saya Mondayevening,On QM2, the cast
can expect to have a minimum of 500 people
watchingeachperformance.
Another difference betweenperforming at
seaas opposedto land is that the ship, the theater
and the stagecan and do move. QM2 is a remarkably stableship and thus there are pass€ngersout
and about looking for eltertainmenteven in rough
seas. "If it is really bad, we wont do a show. If it
is a happy medium, we might take out high lifu
where the boys are lifting the girls. lt is too dangerous. Ifa boy stumblesand dropsthe girl, sheis
injured. We simplify it. We may takeout the number of tums, insteadofdoing two, we may only do
one. If it is bad I tell [the other danceN]just b€
careful,I'd rstheryou did a little lessenergyandnot
hurt younelfthan go full out and suddenlyI've got
four dancerswith brokenankles."
Aier a performanceon a rocky s€a "I find
my legs hun becauseyou are fighting against it.
You can be walking up a hill and running down a
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hill - - it deperdson \\hich \lay the ship is rocking." If a peribrnler iurnps. he or' she does so
cxpecting the lloor to mcct his or her leet at I cerrain point. Howcr,cr. if thc ship is rocking. the
floor rnay[rake contactu'ith the diuce/s f'cctsoon_
er thar er.pcctcdor lalcr lhan e\pectcd. u'ltich ctn
leadto iniu.ies.Still. "to lry'rnd standstill is halddancin!:.Il the ship is rxrving and
er lhanactuall,y
you arc dancing.you.iuslgo with it."
Pcffbrnringat seil also involves lilestyle
trirde-ofli. A sea-goingper(brmerdocs nol luve
hcr "{)\\,npfivatclile io llralcan't.iLls1
!!o iud clean
yorrrou,nkilchel. You clon'tbavc!olrr oun housc
endvouf o*n things.' orr thc othcrhand."bcillgat
sca is amazingbecauscvou gcl t) seelols ol'diltefentcountr'ics
rll thc tinre. llere.\rrn dorlt nrakc
vrur dinncr.) (r.rdorl'1rrlrkc youf ltrDcll-!(rll d('lt't
clcan."
"l enjoy nrl iob. I kre nrf iob- Whcn thct
rnd I)anccrs.I
rnnouncclhc Iloynl ( unafdSirrgcrs
ircluirllygcl goosebunrpslionl il. I conrcoll str{c
leclingsuchcontcnlrnd hlpfirlrss with nry ioh. I
crn'1dcscfibcil."
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