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THIS CRUISE LINE RIVALS BROADWAY WITH 134 SHOWS, 50 THEATERS
 By Kelli Kennedy  |  Associated Press  

In a non-descript building in North Miami, 
two dozen dancers in bouncing yellow skirts 
are high kicking the can-can, aerialists are spin-
ning perilously high from silk cords and frantic 
seamstresses are hemming outfits in a 20,000 
square-foot costume shop. They are all part of 
a company that puts on more live productions 
a year than Broadway and London's West End 
combined.

Royal Caribbean International's cruise line 
directs 134 shows in 50 theaters on 26 ships 
around the world, including seven Broadway-
originating shows, eight aqua shows, 18 ice 
shows and dozens of original musicals.

"We have a nightly audience of about 
100,000. It is by scale a very, very large opera-
tion. Probably under one roof, the biggest 
in the world," said Nick Weir, senior vice 
president of entertainment. "At any one time, 
there's 1,500 to 1,800 cast members employed 
to make this all come to life."

It takes two to four weeks for an army of 
dancers, singers and aerialists to learn a show 
before they're dispatched to ports as far away as 
Australia and China.

On a recent afternoon, dancers roamed the 
halls in crop tops and buns. One stretched into 
a wide split on the floor. There are 14 dance 
studios, 15 rehearsal rooms, a recording studio, 
gymnasiums and auditorium. Exercise equip-
ment lines some hallways. Nearby are living 
accommodations for 470 of the performers.

Often dismissed in the past as second-tier, 
cruise entertainment has evolved to a genre 
that Royal Caribbean says commands some of 
the best talent and technology around.

Several of the main characters in "Mama 
Mia" are from the Broadway version of the 
show. While New York theater has struggled 
to turn profits with its small, intimate venues, 
fickle crowds and finite real estate, the cruise 
industry's onboard audience is growing expo-
nentially.

Royal Caribbean is building five ships in the 
coming years, each with a custom-built theater 
with sophisticated stages and high-tech effects. 
A few years ago, they built a small plane with a 
22-foot wingspan that now flies over the audi-
ence in every production of "FLIGHT: Dare 

to Dream."
"The stages that they have on the ships, the 

technology is far better than it ever was on a 
Broadway stage, even 10 years ago," said Greg 
Graham, who was the resident choreographer 
for "Billy Elliot" on Broadway before coming 
to the cruise line to choreograph "Hairspray."

Roughly 3,000 hopefuls showed up to recent 
auditions for "Hairspray" in New York and 
London.

Weir said the casting operation is massive, 
culling talent from 75 cities a year auditioning 
nearly 25,000 performers last year alone.

"At my audition there were hundreds of 
girls ... it's very competitive. There are so many 
people who want to be doing this," said Taryn 
Borman, a 21-year-old Australian dancer, who's 
performing on a ship for the first time in a new 
show with aerialists and contortionists. She'll 
head to Asia with the cast in a few weeks.

Singer and dancer Oli Reynolds, 26, 
wrapped up a starring role in London's West 
End production of "Mama Mia" and came back 
to Royal Caribbean where he's reprising the 
same role.

"I think there's still a stigma about cruise 
ship performing ... historically, a lot of cruise 
lines didn't put the focus on the perform-
ing, it was more about the destinations," said 
Reynolds, who stressed that's changed. "People 
come from Cirque du Soleil, they come from 
Vegas, they come from London, they come 
from Broadway and it is a progression in my 
career for me."

John Kenrick, a musical theater historian 
and adjunct professor at New York Univer-
sity, says the evolution was inevitable as more 
sophisticated cruise audiences — accustomed to 
seeing shows in spots like Vegas and Atlantic 
City — are demanding better entertainment.

"It's certainly upped the game. (Cruise the-
ater) used to be a little better perhaps than 
summer stock just with better costumes," said 
Kenrick, adding "it's definitely improved. I can't 
say it's Broadway."

Every performance on every ship worldwide 
is rehearsed at the roughly 133,000 square-foot 
facility where the halls are literally alive with 
the sounds of music.

In one room, dancers with black top hats 
are perfecting choreography to "All That Jazz." 
Across the hall, six singers are harmonizing 
a number from "Once Upon a Time." In a 
recording studio next door, the walls reverber-
ate with what sounds like theme music from an 
adventure movie.

At the massive costume shop, the hum of a 
sewing machine where a seamstress works on 
a gold glitter costume competes with the hiss 
of a steam iron. One of the head seamstresses 
is busy completing a white sequin ballroom 
dress, with flowing feathers and a rhinestone 
studded bodice. The cruise line makes its own 
costumes and must coordinate fittings for doz-
ens of shows.

The cast on each ship performs not one, but 
three shows — a Broadway musical like "Hair-
spray" or "Grease," a ballroom style show and 
a pop show. The shows are upbeat and family 
oriented and chosen to appeal to a wide audi-
ence — nothing too sexual or intellectual.

Scheduling all the rehearsals is more precise 
than the choreography. The new casts arrive, 
rehearse and depart to sea at a dizzying pace 
every few weeks. It takes exactly 26 days to train 
a new cast to perform the musical "Cats."

Typical theater productions will rotate in 
new cast members periodically, but Royal 
Caribbean prefers to sign performers to rough-
ly nine-month contracts. They spend a few 
weeks learning three shows from scratch and 
then head to sea. When it's over, the cruise line 
casts a new set of performers and begins again.

Staging a show at sea has its own challenges 
and quirks. Performers need extra core strength 
to adapt to rough waves and pitching ships. If 
a costume is ripped, there's no one to run to 
the store.

There are also perks that even the most leg-
endary theaters on land can't compete with — 
picturesque ports, free meals, room and board, 
the chance to interact with the audience and 
the sense of onboard community not found at 
other venues where performers simply go home 
each night.

"You definitely become more of a family," 
said Mya Carpenter, a 22-year-old dancer who 
performed in Paris before joining Royal Carib-

bean. "You come to know people inside and 
out. They're friends for life."

CHINESE FOSSIL SHEDS LIGHT ON 
MYSTERIOUS NEANDERTHAL KIN
    By Malcolm Ritter   |  Associated Press    

Nearly 40 years after it was found by a monk in a Chinese cave, 
a fossilized chunk of jawbone has been revealed as coming from 
a mysterious relative of the Neanderthals.

Until now, the only known remains of these Denisovans were 
a few scraps of bone and teeth recovered in a Siberian cave. 
DNA from those Siberian fossils showed kinship with Neander-
thals. But the remains disclosed little else.

The new discovery was made roughly 1,400 miles (2,300 
kilometers) to the southeast in Gansu province of China. The 
right half of a jawbone with teeth is at least 160,000 years old, 
scientists reported Wednesday in the journal Nature.  No DNA 
could be found, but scientists recovered protein fragments that 
they compared to the Siberian DNA. That showed the fossil 
came from a Denisovan.

The find addresses several mysteries. One was why the Sibe-
rian DNA indicated Denisovans were adapted to living at high 
altitudes when the Siberian cave is relatively close to sea level. 
The Chinese cave, by contrast, is on the high-altitude Tibetan 
Plateau, about 10,800 feet (3,280 meters) high.

"Now we have an explanation," said Jean-Jacques Hublin of 
the Max Planck Institute for Evolutionary Anthropology in 
Leipzig, Germany, one of the paper's authors.

In fact, "it's a big surprise" that any human relative could live 

in the cold climate and thin air of the plateau at that time, more 
than 100,000 years before our own species showed up there, he 
told reporters.

Previous research had indicated that Denisovans must have 
lived somewhere other than Siberia, because traces of their 
DNA can be found in several present-day populations of Asia 
and Australia whose ancestors probably didn't pass through that 
region. The new finding expands their known range, although 
Hublin said it's still not clear where Denisovans first appeared. 
They are named for Siberia's Denisova cave, where the remains 
were found.

The new work was a long time in coming. The monk who 
found the fossil in 1980 gave it to a Buddhist leader, who passed 
it along to Lanzhou University in China. Study of it began in 
2010.

The discovery also provides new anatomical details that can 
be compared to other fossils from China, some of which are 
"good candidates for being Chinese Denisovans," Hublin said.

Experts unconnected to the research agreed the fossil could 
help identify other remains as Denisovan.

"We always assumed ... that Denisovans were distributed all 
across Asia," said Bence Viola of the University of Toronto.

The Nature paper points out similarities to a fossil jaw report-

ed in 2015 that had been dredged by a fishing net off the coast 
of Taiwan.  So maybe the Denisovan range can be extended that 
far south, he said.

Such linking of fossils might eventually reveal Denisovan 
body shape and size, he said. From the scant known remains 
"I assume they were large guys, but it's kind of hard to prove," 
Viola said.

In addition to the anatomy, the study's approach of using 
protein from the bone or teeth could also be used on fossils 
to look for evidence of Denisovan identity, said Eric Delson of 
Lehman College in New York. Even if a fossil is found not to be 
Denisovan, the analysis could reveal details of how it fits on the 
evolutionary tree, he said.

"The method potentially tells us a whole new way of looking 
at fossils," he said.

Katerina Harvati of the University of Tuebingen in Germany 
said the ability of Denisovans to adapt to the inhospitable cli-
mate of the Tibetan Plateau is remarkable. It adds to growing 
evidence that our ancient relatives were more capable than 
scientists had thought, she said.
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