I t’s an odd—bur welcome—experi-
ence to view this 1971 rock opera
in a bare-bones staging. The original

Broadway production and subseguent |
tours have thrived on the gaudy spec-
tacle that became Andrew Lloyd Web- |

ber’s trademark, Originating as & con-
cept album, the sung-through show by

Webber (music) and Tim Rice (lyrics)
had a controversial premiere run, due '
to its cheeky irreverence, but in recent

years, the piece has generally been
perceived as a kicky curiosity, Pirector

Derek Charles Livingston’s concept '

suggests an Iraq War context. That
isn’t a startlingly new approach
because the original production
reflected the 1970s era of make-love-
not-war hipples, and recent touring

revivals have incorporated military .

imagery.

Depicting the last few days in the

life of Christ, the narrative introduces
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the oppressed apostles—men and
women of varying ages, some in mili-
tary attire, some in civilian wear—who

are exultant at the arrival of their sav- ~ ;

ior in Jerusalem. But trouble is brew-
ing in the form of the skeptical fudas
(played by female actor Blanche
Ramirez) and the ruthless high priest
Caiaphas {cleverly characterized by
John Szura as an ominous mifitary
leader sporting dark glasses). The
action progresses to the Last Supper
and the harrowing rorture and Cruci-
fixion.

In what seems like a nod to director

" John Doyle’s technigues, Eric Jorgen-

son appesars as an apostle and an
onstage violinist. His sweet music
greatly enhances musical direcror
Richard Berent’s effort, which also
includes fine backstage musicians.
Scott Chatles is superb as the muli-
faceted Chrisz; his expressions of fear,
compassion, anger, and other human
emotions are eloguent and heart-
rending, and he boasts z formidable
singing voice. Ramirez is fiery and
powerful gs Jesus’ morally conflicted
berrayer. Matthew Herrmann stands
out as a passionate Simon Zealozes,
and he sings beautifully. Steve Owsley,
who plays King Herod, is an accom-
plished actor-singer, but Livingston's
revisionist slant on what is usually a
high-camp character—here a bullying
cowboy in a military uniform—difutes
the song’s ironic comic potency. This
entertaining revival is hampered
somewhat by uneven singing, but the
energy and immediacy of Livingston's
staging and some splendid perform-
ances evoke surprisingly strong emo-
tiona] resonance,
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