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Review: SJ Rep launches 31st season with a stunning ‘Spring Awakening’
Adolescent angst, Imperial Germany and rock and roll thrill at San Jose Rep.

by Patricia Reardon on 09.09.11
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Spring Awakening
% k% * (Very Good)

San Jose Rep

Directed by Rick Lombardo

Starring Lowell Abellon, Ernestine Balisi, Justin Buchs, Miguel Cervantes, Cindy Goldfield, Monique Hafen,
Jason Hite, Joshua James, Todd Alan Johnson, Zarah Mahler, Kristen Majetich, Eryn Murman, Manuel
Rodriguez-Ruiz

Based on the Play by Frank Wedekind

Music by Duncan Sheik

Book and lyrics by Steven Sater

Choreography by Sonya Tayeh

Through September 25th

On the Web: sjrep.com
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If you are interested in seeing a musical that deals with the lighter side of teenage troubles, stay home and watch
reruns of Glee.

If, however, you would like to see one of the most innovative and provocative productions presented in the South Bay
in recent memory, the new production of Spring Awakening at the SJ Rep will entrance you.

Spring Awakening juxtaposes the controversial 1892 play by Frank Wedenkind with modern rock music in a timeless
and emotional coming of age tale that dwells on the most disturbing aspects of adolescence. Set in socially restrictive
imperialist Germany the story follows the lives of several teenage school children who are awakening from childhood
to a confusing and cruel young adulthood. This compelling tale is energized by Duncan Sheik’s throbbing musical
score. When his music is paired with Steven Sater’s emotional lyrics and book the teenagers almost leap from the
stage into the audience’s laps. Rick Lombardo has successfully updated this multiple Tony Award-winning musical
with original choreography by Sonya Tayeh. Her “combat-jazz” dance sequences bring a realistic sense of teenage
emotional angst and anger to this inventive production.

Basically an ensemble piece, the story centers around Melchoir (Jason Hite) who pushes the bounds of social propriety
in his exploratory quest for sexual freedom beyond the restrictive confines of the repressive culture of the day. His
following includes the hapless and confused Moritz (Miguel Cervantes) who is destined for a tragic end, and Wendla, a
naive young woman who falls in love with Melchior as she explores the unknown world of human sexuality. The
young cast is universally excellent. While the veterans shine, the production greatly benefits from new talent available
from The Rep’s recent relationship with the Drama Department at San Jose State.

The open set is transformed by creative work from Lighting and Media Designer David Lee Cuthbert. Innovative
graphics provide the only backdrop for the scene changes. The minimalist props including chairs, a table, and a few
benches, are cleverly repositioned and repurposed to serve numerous functions including platforms for the
performers to vault onto and from during the dramatic dance sequences.

This emotionally gripping production is
not for everyone. In spite of the
occasional bit of humor, the tone is
overwhelmingly dark. And, the frank
depictions of awakening sexuality, abuse,
homosexuality, masturbation, unplanned
pregnancy and incest are purposefully
disturbing. But, the final song, “The Song
of Purple Summer” brings a resoundingly
hopeful conclusion to the story despite
the heartbreaking circumstances that
befall most of the characters.

If this opening presentation is any
indication of what The Rep has in store
for audiences for the rest of the season,
we have a great deal to look forward to.

Wendla (Eryn Murman) and Melchior (Jason Hite) try to fight their urges in San Jose
Rep’s production of Spring Awakening.

Lead photo: Melchior (Jason Hite) struts to the front as the rest of the teens dance in the background in San Jose Rep’s
production of Spring Awakening.
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