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Anyone who celebrated Christmas with a young family in 
2010 will be familiar with the film Nativity! and its subsequent 
sequels. The films have since taken on that cult status that 
some of our most quintessentially British screen productions 
aspire to; this may have a story based in Bethlehem at its 
heart, but its very ‘Englishness’ is at the centre of its charm. 
In 2017, a musical stage version of the first film made its 
world premiere at the Birmingham Repertory Theatre, 
followed by a short tour that included the Hammersmith 
Eventim Apollo. 

Now in its third year of production, Nativity! The Musical has 
returned to Hammersmith as part of its UK Christmas tour, 
once again produced by JWP (Jamie Wilson Productions). 
Writer, director and co-composer (with Nicky Ager) is Debbie 
Isitt, who details some of the back story and elaborates on the 
show’s structure and narrative: “I first met Jamie Wilson about 
four years ago when he called up my agent to see if the rights 
to my movie of Nativity! were available for a stage adaptation. 
I told him that I’d already started developing the musical and 
he agreed to pay for more workshops with a view to staging the 
world premiere of Nativity! The Musical.” 

She continues: “Both Jamie and I were on the same page 
regarding our aspirations for the show. We wanted it to be big, 
glossy, funny, emotional and feel-good. We wanted to create 
something that was an alternative to panto - a proper Christmas 
musical that the whole family could enjoy. It was important for 
me to keep the story of the original film intact, but enhance it 
with new songs.”

For those readers unfamiliar with the narrative, it’s a tale of 
a primary school class of children with low aspirations whose 
teacher (Mr Maddens) is as lost as them - but through the 
actions of an eccentric and unqualified teaching assistant 
(Mr Poppy), they produce a nativity play that exceeds all 
expectations and brings warmth and love back to the stars of 
the show. The stress and pressures of producing a nativity at 
a primary school is something many teachers and parents will 
be familiar with - and is where the initial idea took hold for Isitt. 
“I was very involved in primary school life,” she says. “I was 
a volunteer at my daughter’s primary school, where I first got 
the idea for the original movie. Primary schools are special 
places. Children are amazing and working with them is such 
a privilege.”

The children are central to this show; taking a theatrical 
production on tour with so many young players might seem 
a daunting prospect, but it’s one that Isitt clearly embraced. 
“Once we knew this [production] was going to happen, Jamie 
found producing partners and investors and the wonderful 
Birmingham Rep came on board,” she says. “JWP booked the 
tour and the huge Eventim Apollo as its London venue. It was 
a very exciting time!”

On realising the show, she explains: “We wanted it to stand 
up in its own right as a musical, so we wanted genuine depth 
from the characters. The story of Mr Maddens and his lost 
love Jennifer and him losing faith in himself as a teacher and 
the kids in his care had to stay at the heart of the story. This 
emotional narrative underpins all of the ensuing comedy, which 

As the Christmas musical returns to Hammersmith 
Apollo for its third annual residency, Kate Lyon reports 
on what makes the production sparkle and shine . . . 
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