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April 29,2021

Dr. Anne Healy, Interim Dept. Chair
Department of Theatre Arts
University of Texas at Arlington

Re: Tenure-track External Review for Asst. Prof. Austin Eyer

Dear Dr. Healy:

I 'am very pleased to write a letter in response to the scholarly and creative work of Assistant Professor
Austin Eyer pertaining to his production of Spring Awakening.

I am happy to say that my correspondence with Assistant Professor Eyer (Austin) was exceptional. He
sent me the conceptual ideas and thoughts pertaining to his vision for Spring Awakening prior to my
viewing the show. We scheduled a Zoom meeting, and he was able to highlight some of the challenges of
directing and choreographing a musical in the midst of a pandemic. There are a few important things that
need to be included in this letter. Austin sent the following information.

Based off the 1891 German play, this rock musical critiques the hypocrisy of institutional doctrine
(especially in relation to sex education, religious concepts of sin, and a culture of shame) as a
means to control young adults and promote abstinence. Particularly in a time of civil unrest, Spring
Awakening calls into question what is promoted to children as “normal” and what is “unnatural.”
Though dealing with difficult themes like suicide and sexual abuse, the message of the musical is to
rage against the status quo in order to protect individual expression and thought. The younger
generations must hold their elders accountable and push back in order to create a world with more
compassion and understanding of the individual.

This is information is pertinent because he was facing tremendous obstacles of how to perform a musical
in a time where the entire world was facing shutdowns and closings. The performing arts in particular
have been crushed by these events. He thought carefully about how to involve his students to provide
them with the best and most meaningful theatrical experience, while maintain the integrity and soul of
this iconic show.

My first response to his concept for the show was quite impressive:

The setting: 20 years in the future, following a global pandemic, and the collapse of the US into
martial law. Schooling and society is now run by conservative church culture, and even though it is
now “safe,” people still distance physically. Students are taught in cubicles. Human touch and
physical connection continue to be taboo since the pandemic.

Scenic and Costume Design- we went for what we called “SteamPunk Industrial Apocalypse” . A mix
of Victorian and apocalypse. Older characters would be buttoned up, while younger people tried to
be individual while piecing together hand-me-downs. They would use found objects for their
construction of houses and schools. We used neutral colors to give the feel of dry dust and dirt for all
but the rich older characters.
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I thought this was truly an innovative concept. His ideas combined the significance of safety while
staying true to the repressive themes of the show. His crucial task as the director was to work with the
student actors and guide them through the emotional arch of the play.

The rehearsal and technical process also faced several challenges. The effects of the very serious
snowstorm that hit Texas prohibited the scenic design from being fully realized and the intended
projection and lighting designs were reduced to creating “lighting moments” right before each filming
sequence. This was a dramatic departure from what usually takes place with regard to lighting where the
design is established before the show goes into technical rehearsals. While this is far from ideal, it did not
stop the show from being produced. That is significant. I particularly liked the costumes and thought they
worked quite effectively to further his vision.

A typical live theatrical production would have the excitement of a live band, and the all-important
connection between actors and audience. I watched this show in the privacy of my living room and even
though I miss the visceral experiences that only live theatre can provide, [ was able to connect to this
production. I appreciated the inclusion of the art animation used in transitions between scenes and passing
of time. It was a clever addition and added to the nuance of the moments. It also aided the viewer in
following the passage of time. The use of the isolation cubes gave me pause at first glance, but as Austin
used them scenes throughout the show, the conceptual use came into focus for me. In particular the
transformation into the graves for the Moritz funeral scene was very powerful and moving.

The choreography was effective and worked well within the parameters established by the show. |
thought that the numbers Mama Who Bore Me, The Bitch of Living, The Guilty Ones and Totally Fucked

were particularly effective in adding dimension and layers of texture. Austin made excellent use of the
isolation cubes and masks to validate his concept of separation and repression.

The staging was beautifully executed. Since this is a show about very specific relationships, the emotional
arch is usually achieved by having the actors face each other, touch each other and actively react face to
face.That being said, those beautiful moments achieved in a rehearsal or performance were also
challenging because of the restrictions placed on the production. How does a director create those
essential, pivotal moments in a safe, distanced way and still allow them to be meaningful? Also, I
imagine the biggest hurdle to get over for the director and the performers was how to establish honesty
and realism in the intimate scenes.

I once again refer back to the concept Austin created.

Even though it is now safe, people still distance physically. Students are taught in cubicles. Human touch and
physical connection continue to be taboo since the pandemic.

I believe these challenges were overcome with careful crafting and attention to the subtext for the
individual scenes. I admire the respectful staging of the sexual encounters between characters.

After viewing the production, I felt a sense of pride and accomplishment for Austin. I initially worried
the distancing and filming required might be insurmountable for a show of this nature. As it turns out, my
concerns were unfounded. It didn’t take me long to give over to the story and engage with the actors
from scene to scene. What I was left with is that Austin’s accomplished artistry, hard work, dedication
and discipline paid off. The show was a success.



The arts will endure. Even through the darkness of this world-wide pandemic, the arts will endure and this
production of Spring Awakening along with all the other theatre being produced this year are proof of
that. Austin clearly leaned into this new way of doing theatre.

As I was writing this letter and thinking about the production, I reached out to Austin and asked him how
satisfied he was with the final product. He told me he was quite satisfied. I was moved by his retelling
that he had had a screening of the show with the cast, and it was great to watch them react to it for the
first time, something actors rarely get the opportunity to do. The challenges Austin and the production had
to overcome in order to produce this show were many, but it is clear that Austin is a talented theatre artist,
and a solid director who cares deeply for his students, their work and their growth. I believe he is a strong
asset to UTA as a whole and to the Department of Theatre Arts in particular.

It was my great privilege to get to know Austin through his work on this production.

Respectfully,
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Mary Leonard, Professor
Department of Theatre Arts
University of Wisconsin — La Crosse
#157 Center for the Arts

La Crosse, WI 54601



