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PACE Theater’s new take on West Side Story, at the Academy of Music in Northampton features a multicultural cast, hip hop street dancing, graffiti art, and local radio talk show host Bill Dwight as Officer Krupke!

The veteran PACE Musical Theater team of Director David Fried Oppenheim and Musical Director Jane Hanson is reaching new heights with the addition of choreographer Maura Nguyen Donohue to the mix. Their musical theater productions have become fixtures in the Valley, starting with Fiddler on the Roof in 2003, Into the Woods, You’re A Good Man Charlie Brown, and Godspell in 2007, their first production at the Academy of Music.

April 23-27, 2008 [See full schedule at the bottom]

Tickets: $15-$50 discounts for groups, students, seniors, and members. Go to http://www.pacetheater.com/ or call (800) 595-4TIX(4849) to purchase tickets. Contact PACE for significant discounts for groups of 10 or more people per performance. 413-527-3700

 A multi-racial, Valley-wide cast tells a very different West Side Story from the 1957 Broadway play. The original classic portrayed a conflict between two street gangs in New York City-- a white gang and a gang of recent Puerto Rican immigrants. The PACE performance at the Academy of Music in Northampton April 23-27 tells a 21st century story. 

Director David Fried Oppenheim (co-director of PACE), choreographer Maura Nguyen Donohue, and musical director Jane Hanson decided to use the play as a catalyst for joining the current national dialogue on issues of race and “otherness.”  Their most dramatic changes include use of multiracial casting and contemporary urban street dances, scrapping the Broadway choreography of Jerome Robbins.

”Blending contemporary hip hop, break dancing, krumping, and capoeria is so satisfying because dances that come from the streets of our cities bring this urban story to life and make it relevant for today,” said choreographer Donohue, a 1992 Smith College graduate now completing her MFA degree at Smith next month, soon to return to New York City where she is also director of New York-based dance troupe inmixedcompany.  http://www.inmixedcompany.com/promo.html  

“I feel personally connected to this story, knowing by experience what it is to be treated as an outsider in a place you consider your home, “ said Donohue, born in Saigon of a Vietnamese mother and an Irish-American U.S. naval officer, and raised in Rhode Island. “That feeling is a driving force in my art, in my dance company, trying to represent stories that aren’t mainstream. Working on this show has been a challenging personal endeavor for me.” 

“Jerome Robbins’ 1957 dancing was an artificial construct, not what gangs did in the 50’s,” she said.  “Hip Hop speaks to a play about street gangs, because the practice of “battling” – of facing off in an aggressive manner - is part of the history and practice of styles like break dancing and krumping, forms born on the streets of the Bronx and South LA.  A strong core of dancers in our show learned these dances on the streets – not in the studio-- and are teaching the other dancers in a natural, social way, more like the way some of these styles were originally taught and learned.” 

Close-Up On The Cast
Cast members, many of them immigrants or children of immigrants living in the Pioneer Valley, feel the stereotyping yet see the condemnation of intolerance in the production. Some come from Bangladesh, Nigeria, Haiti, Spain, Croatia and Puerto Rico. The mix of high school and college students, and a few young working people in the show come from Northampton, Amherst, Easthampton, Florence, Springfield, Plainfield, Hatfield, and Cummington.
Diana Sanchez, 21, a UMass theater communications major, who plays “Anita,” a Puerto Rican girl whose brother is killed in the gang warfare, said she relates to the play “even though it sometimes feels racist, because it shows the tragedy of ignorance and prejudice.” She said she immigrated to Boston at age eight from the Dominican Republic “and remembers feeling like an outsider growing up.”

Draper Harris, 21, a UMass African-American theater student from Springfield, who plays a Puerto Rican gang leader, says “I identify with Bernardo and his frustration about the way he feels treated by society and having to pick and choose his battles. It happens today in race issues at UMass. This play has a lot of truth. “

The romantic lead parts of Tony and Maria, West Side Story’s Romeo and Juliet, are played by Steve Biegner and Julia Suriano, popular Valley vocal performers who can be seen regularly at PACE Theater in Easthampton. Suriano’s CD “In the Wrist” was released last December as a PACE fundraiser and is available for sale on the PACE website as is the live CD recording of PACE’s 2007 performance of Godspell, starring Suriano as Jesus.

Biegner and Suriano are private voice students of West Side Story’s musical Director, Jane Hanson, founder and director of The Proficient Musician and Jane Hanson Productions LLC. Hanson is renowned throughout the Valley and beyond as a voice teacher, conductor, and vocalist. “This show requires serious vocal prowess,” says Hanson, “so it presents a real challenge. Essentially, you need singers who have excellent training and technique, but who can sound and be authentic through their singing. It’s a tall order, but thankfully, this cast has the goods to make it happen.” 

Controversy


Fried Oppenheim hopes this production addresses issues raised in the 1999 nationally- publicized controversy over the proposed Amherst High School performance of the play, “by showing how complex the problems are of representation in a classic but dated work of art.” 

In 1999, when feelings were so polarized—with many Latinos and non-Latinos offended by the play’s depiction of Puerto Ricans -- the school officials felt it was too divisive and they cancelled the play, according to Natalia Munoz, editor of Western Mass Latino publication La Prensa, a sponsor of this production. “This presentation opens the door to talk about racism, immigration and not censorship,” said Munoz, who is writing an editorial about the play for her April issue. “I think we need to seize opportunities to talk about racism, a scourge on the American dream.”




            •    •     •   •  

Director Biographies

Director David Fried Oppenheim, now in his sixth year as co-director of PACE with Sonia Fried Oppenheim, has been directing and teaching theater for more than a decade. Before opening PACE, he directed and at taught at the Sock ‘n Buskin theater in Melrose, MA, directed with the Hampstead Players—a national touring company from New Hampshire with some 3,000 performances yearly-- and was a guest director and instructor at the SUNY Purchase Opera Conservatory. He runs a web design company, Creative Constructs, with Dan Fried. 

Choreographer Maura Nguyen Donohue is Artistic Director of the NYC based troupe, Maura Donohue/inmixedcompany. Her work has toured the US, Canada, Europe and Asia.  (http://www.inmixedcompany.com/promo.html) She has done extensive work in Vietnam and throughout Asia. In New York City, her work has been primarily produced by Dance Theater Workshop as well as Performance Space 122, La Mama ETC, Danspace Project, Westbeth Arts Complex and the Henry Street Settlement.  Her solo work, When You're Old Enough, has toured to schools across the country, was published in Watermark: an anthology of Vietnamese American writings.  She has served as Senior Advisor and Asian Bureau Chief for The Dance Insider, and her writing has also appeared in the Dance Magazine, HK Dance Journal, NY State DanceForce Newsletter and American Theater Journal.  For over 30 years she’s been dancing any which way she could.  She holds an advanced brown belt in Seido Karate, studied bungee with Terry Sendgraff, stilts with David Clarkson and has long been an avid yoga practitioner. She is the proud mother of Sasa & Jet Yung – her most honest collaborators.  

Musical Director Jane Hanson is the founder and director of Jane Hanson Productions, LLC (www.JaneHansonProductions.com) whose sole mission is Joy and Excellence through the performing arts. She also founded The Proficient Musician, a company that provides exceptional skill-based professional development opportunities for music educators and performers, including private voice instruction and coaching, master classes, professional development seminars, and residencies. Ms Hanson directs the Summer Musical Theater Intensive for ages 12-18 and the Summer Vocal Music Academy for ages 14-18, which will be held once again this year at the Academy of Music. In 2006, Hanson directed and conducted Old Deerfield Productions’ presentation of New York-based composer Paula Kimper’s opera The Captivation of Eunice Williams at the Smithsonian Institution’s National Museum of the American Indian in Washington, D.C. In fall of 2007, Ms. Hanson directed a workshop premier performance of another of Kimper’s operas: The Bridge of San Luis Rey. Hanson studied for more than a decade with the world-renowned (late) Dr. Oren L. Brown, and has been a featured mezzo-soprano soloist with Commonwealth Opera, The Keene Chorale, The Tuesday Morning Music Club of Springfield, the Chamber Music Series at Wistariahurst Museum, The CCM Grandin Festival, the CCM International Composition Festival, and through her own concert series.

For a list of the full cast and their bios, photos, and video, go to www.pacetheater.com and click on “The Media Room.”

West Side Story PERFORMANCE SCHEDULE:

At the Academy of Music, 274 Main St. Northampton
Wed April 23  
8 pm

Thurs April 24 
8 pm              

Fri April 25 
8 pm 

Sat April 26
8 pm

Sun April 27 
2 pm matinee

Tickets: $15-$50 discounts for groups, students, seniors and members. Go to www.pacetheater.com or call (800) 595-4TIX(4849) to purchase tickets. Contact PACE for significant discounts for groups of 10 or more people per performance.
Sponsors
PACE's production of زWest Side Storyس is sponsored by The Vally Advocate, WGBY Springfield Public Television, The Daily Hampshire Gazette, La Prensa, Florence Savings Bank, The Murphy's Realtors, Finck & Perras Insurance Agency, 88.5 FM - WFCR, NPR News & Music for Western New England and 640 AM - WNNZ, WFCR's AM Broadcast Station, and also by a grant from the Southampton, Hatfield & Northampton Cultural Councils, local agencies which are supported by the Massachusetts Cultural Council, a state agency.
