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OVERVIEW

I had heard of people going to London to see a show for research purposes and had envied them. I hadn’t heard of a company going to New York for the same reason until now. That is what DCU Musical Society did for their production of “Rent” – student life!!
The story is that of “La Boheme” (except she lives!). Mimi was performed by Niamh Maher. She had a good stage presence and sang well. I thought that Her diction wasn’t good which meant she wasn’t always clear. “Light my candle” was a lovely number and very powerful.
As Roger I thought Barry Cannon appeared the tortured artist and the fact he actually played the guitar was an added bonus. There is nothing worse than seeing someone on stage miming out of time! I felt he was at his best in more intimate scenes. There he created some very fine moments. For me Alan McHale gave a really well rounded performance as Mark. He was secure in all aspects of the character. His scenes with Roger were well paced – again playing to the strength of Mr Cannon. 

The character of Maureen was performed by Fiona Carty. I liked her performance. She was a secure singer and sounded secure in all her registers. She had a good sassy manner without going OTT. As Joanne I felt that Stevi Russell had a marvellous singing voice. Slightly weaker in the lower register but my word she soared on top! I wasn’t convinced about the characterisation of Joanne. For me I felt she was played a little too brashly – I think she needed a bit more reserve or to be less approachable. 

Initially I didn’t think Sean Kennedy wasn’t going to be able to carry the role of Collins. He didn’t seem relaxed in the role. However by the end of Act 1 he had gained more assurance and I have to say he created a nice character. Angel is a role that could very easily be ruined. It doesn’t need to be OTT because for me that loses the humanity of the character. I think the director and Damien Kavanagh who realised it got the balance just right. He created some very fine moments and I liked the fact that he and Mr Kennedy appeared “normal” on stage. The role of Benny is that of the “baddie”. I thought he was well directed. His facial reactions to the ribbing he was getting were just perfect. 

There were an amazing number of character roles all well performed by members of the company. I thought that the self help group scene was lovely but was disappointed it was so high up. 

The company made the decision to employ a professional experienced team and they in turn would learn from their experience. I think this was a very wise move. This show is not for the faint hearted and to take on a big venue needs know-how. Director was John Donnelly has just that experience and directed an amazing production. Choreography credit goes to Kerrie Milne. She devised movement that fitted in well and there wasn’t that shuffle as everyone gets in position for “the dance”. The stage was well dressed at all times. For me a highlight was “Christmas Bells” in Act 1. This really was well thought out and had everyone working well together.  
There was a great attention to detail throughout – from the impressively lit pre set to the giving out of red ribbons to the audience as they arrived. In all honesty I wasn’t sure what I was looking at set wise. At first I thought it was dirty ware house windows but in actual fact it was a red brick wall. They were fortunate enough to borrow it from another company – fortune favours the brave! Scaffolding completed the well thought out performance space giving height and different areas to focus on. Lighting throughout was stunning. What let it down was that performers were not in their light. There was quite a tight plan at times and when people weren’t in the correct place they were washed out or just plain strange looking. Sound balance was a big problem. At times the band totally overpowered the singing. I know that it was a first night and it can take times to settle but this needed immediate attention.  Musically it was a strong show bar the balance issues. MD was Andrew Grafton with Vocal Direction by Kevin Walsh. 
It was an amazing production for a “student” production. This is a show that is increasing in popularity. It is not everyone’s cup of tea but those that take to it are somewhat fanatical about it. It isn’t for the family audience –indeed I saw a young boy in front of me who must have just been over 12 and his jaw was hitting the floor! In fairness to the director I felt that many of the more “adult” issues were sensitively dealt with. At no time did I feel really uncomfortable. Very often shows dealing with gay people and themes feel they must go overboard and really flaunt the themes and portray people in a rather aggressive manner. I was delighted to see that these were just “normal” people with personal problems and the human side of the story was what came across. 
Thank you for a memorable evening.

 MUSICAL DIRECTION

Conductor

The conductor kept musical numbers well together. Musical numbers were on time with no waiting before they started which is hard to do.

Chorus Master/Mistress

This was a very well prepared company. Musical numbers were secure and singers were confident.
ORCHESTRA

Tone/Tempo/Accuracy/Balance

This band was really on top of the score. However something needed to be done to balance the sound levels. The band overpowered far too often. I worry I have reached the age where I have started to find things too loud but when I can’t hear the vocal line I think that it isn’t my age!
PERFORMANCES
Principals

With her elfin looks, Ms Maher really looked the part of Mimi. It really is a great role to play, and it gives an actress great scope. Ms Maher had a very secure accent and watched all that was happening on stage. She had a really agile voice and a great range but it needed more support at times. She clearly had all her numbers well nailed but I felt she needed to work more at her diction. This was probably something the MS/Director pointed out and improved as the week went on. 
Mr Cannon I felt was at his best in intimate scenes. He played those very beautifully. His edgy scenes I was not as convinced of. I felt he had a somewhat limited dynamic range and he needed to work on actually bringing his numbers across in this venue. This was a very big auditorium and I felt his manner of singing hadn’t quite adjusted to that fact. When he relaxed into the role or grew in confidence NO doubt he will have scaled up his performance.

I enjoyed Mr McHale as Mark. For me this was a well rounded performance that worked well. Anytime I looked at him when he wasn’t directly involved he was constantly working and watching sang with great assurance throughout. He seemed to have adjusted to the venue and had scaled up his performance accordingly.
Ms Carty gave a very feisty performance as Maureen. She had a good presence on stage and gave an assured performance. She had a really agile voice but sounded more comfortable in her higher register. 

As Joanne I felt Ms Russell needed to pull back her performance. I think this character needed to have a more reserved manner, she was quite energetic. Her singing was super and she really soared up to that higher register. 

I liked Mr Kennedy’s performance as Collins. He had a nice gentle manner that worked well. For me the reprise of “I’ll cover you” was really his shining moment. It was there that he really became a believable character. 

I thought Mr Kavanagh was just right as Angel. He captured the joie de vivre of the character perfectly. The transformation at the death scene from the happy go lucky character to the very sick man was well done.

The more I thought about it the more I admired him and Mr Kavanagh for appearing so relaxed together. All too often I have seen gay relationships on stage as being flaunted or really in the face of the audience. It isn’t always like that.
On my notes I have written “Poor Benny”!! This refers to the scene in the café where everything seemed to be directed at him. Mr Alperin had a great way of reacting to these insults that worked well. Likewise in “Over the moon” he was well directed in how to behave in what is really a ludicrous setting. He had a good strong singing voice that came across well if somewhat lacking in control. He held his line in all his musical numbers against some very powerful performers.

Secondary Performers
I thought that all the character parts were well performed. We had the full gamete of emotions well  brought across. The parents were very funny. 

The help group was well performed without being mawkish. It was a very sincere moment in the show. 

Co-ordination between Principals, Secondary Roles and Chorus

This was a very enthusiastic chorus. That is half the battle. However that wont always carry a song into an auditorium. I felt that they needed to project their singing properly which would have helped the overall sound level. 
PRODUCTION
Pace

I thought that Act 2 was really long and it dragged. 

Interpretation

I thought this was a good interpretation of the show. Many little points of characterisation gave it a lift.  

The scrolling of the names was very moving and salutary. 
CHOREOGRAPHY

I thought all movement was well integrated into the show. Routines were appropriate and well within the capability of the company. The stage was well dressed at all times and the cast were well occupied. That is easily written but I know and appreciate just how much work goes into giving everyone something to do. In particular the number “Christmas Bells” I thought was really well thought out. 
STAGEMANAGEMENT

Scene Changes

Props on and off were managed well. 

Props

These were generally quite good. I felt the café scene was poor. I can believe less affluent people went there but not Benny!
I’m not sure if the AV presentation ranks as a prop. It was an amazing prop to have of the cast actually in New York – which leads me to wonder HOW DID YOU ALL AFFORD IT!!!!!!!! 

Sound

This was an area that was still settling. Quite a few mikes were late to come on but generally spoken levels were good. Singing levels against the band were not good. The band overpowered a lot of the time and the vocal lines were not clear.

SET DESIGN

What a stroke of luck to get such a backdrop. It really made your production. Initially I couldn’t secede if it was dirty warehouse windows or red bricks. The ambiguity was very effective. From where I was sitting I found it hard to really see the group SR that were up high. They had a really strong message to give and I felt that with them being so far away it was diluted.
LIGHTING

Design/Execution

I thought the lighting design for this show was magnificent. The tight design was just wonderful. HOWEVER the cast were not always in their light. I have no doubt this was resolved by night two. I am basing it on the evening I attended, and that night it was a very big issue.   

COSTUMES

The eclectic look worked well. The only costumes you really have to be very careful of are those for Benny and Joanne.  Their look will instantly date the show.

MAKE UP/HAIR

Again this was good. One or two of the men could have done with some facial definition. 

HOUSE MANAGEMENT

I thought it was great to have the group giving out the red ribbons and providing information. Unfortunately I can’t name them because I forgot to write down their name.  

ADJUDICATORS SUGGESTIONS

Many of the areas that needed attention were undoubtedly addressed as the run went on.

