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Theatre review

For this essay I will be reviewing a production of the rocky horror picture show by Richard O’Brian performed by the level 6 musical theatre and dance students at the Wales academy of voice and dramatic arts as their end of year show. The rocky horror picture show is a cult classic musical known for its audience participation, out of this world costumes and catchy songs, I will be discussing my opinions of the production I watched and how they captured the essence of the classic rocky horror aesthetic.

One of the lead characters Frank-n-Furter is known for challenging gender conformity and his liberating ideals, he is an iconic queer character whose representation was groundbreaking at the time Rocky was first premiered. Rocky horror “uses queer gestures to positively amplify an underrepresented community” (Nash, 2017), so it was important for me to still feel this being shown throughout the production. The main form of free expression we can see through this character is in his costume, wearing revealing lingerie and full glam makeup and this production captured this perfectly. It is important for productions to keep the true essence of each character, or the deeper meanings of the show will not be seen, I couldn’t imagine Frank singing the classic “sweet transvestite” in plain trousers and a shirt as it would completely rid of the dramatic and flamboyant nature of his character. The colour of the costumes also play a big part in showing the differences in characters, Frank is wearing all black showing his power and darkness and his costume change for the floor show being similar to the others, but a bedazzled version shows his continued dominance over the characters. Another way we can see Franks influence on the characters is through Brad and Janets costumes. At the start of the show, Janet Weiss is wearing a baby pink dress with a white cardigan and Brad is wearing a clean suit. These colours emphasize her innocence and naivety, and brads smart look shows his unsuspecting nature but by the end of the show they are wearing darker more suggestive clothing inspired by Franks attire further showing the change they have gone through due to his persuasion. Costumes are the first thing audiences see, and they are incredibly important for the show as “even if a single word is never spoken, you can get a clear message from a play based on the costume” (Rose, 2025) and this production exceeded expectations with the use of costumes and makeup.

The set for this production wasn’t something to miss from the velvet red entrance at the back of the stage to the projector setting the scene for the audience as we walked in. Set design is an important factor for theatre as it sets the atmosphere for the audience as soon as they walk in and the set of a show not only “makes the experience more engaging for the audience but also helps the actors deliver more authentic performances” (‘Set design’s importance’, 2025). Even before I entered the theatre the cast was already transporting us into the world of Rocky as they were sat along the stairs and hallways in character to greet us. This was a lovely element to add in as it felt like I was actually in the world itself rather than just going to watch it on stage. The projector they had set up on stage displayed scenes of the most well-known sci-fi films which coincides with the first song “science fiction, double feature” which references many classic sci fi films, this helped the audience get into the rocky horror atmosphere and helped us understand what the show would be like before it had even started. This projector was then used many times throughout the performance to show various scenes and added clips they needed, I feel this was a good use of the set as it didn’t take away from the actual performance itself and enhanced it instead. 

As much as I loved this performance there were areas that needed improvement, the microphones being one. Microphone quality plays a big role in stage productions as choosing the right sound systems can dramatically improve and reinforce the impact and emotions on stage (Escobedo, 2019). The sound quality wasn’t up to par with what I expected, it was quite crackly and loud even for a smaller theatre. This took away from the incredible singing that was happening as I could only really focus on the crackles I could hear rather than appreciating and fully experiencing the performance. Another thing that was disappointing with the microphones was the sound engineer didn’t turn the microphones off when people weren’t using them so you could hear a lot of heavy breathing especially after the dance numbers, this again was distracting when actors were singing and slightly took away from the performance especially during Eddies song “hot patootie” as this song had many physical elements including dancing and running.

Rocky horror is famously known for the audience participation, with call outs being the main factor. The point of the call outs is for the audience to interact more and have fun whilst watching, these are famously known throughout all of the rocky fandom and are comedic jokes that go along with the actors’ lines. In this production there were no callouts which some rocky fans wouldn’t like however the cast added in some of them themselves which I found very comedic, breaking the fourth wall in theatre (which is what the callouts do) can sometimes be distracting for the audience and cast itself so I appreciated that they didn’t use them in this show as it helped keep the atmosphere of truly being in the rocky world alive. 

Overall, I thoroughly enjoyed this production of rocky horror even with the little added twists, the costumes, set design, lighting and comedic timing were all incredible and worked well together to create an engaging and professional show. Although there were some things I would have wanted the tech team to work on it still didn’t take away from the overall show and they could be looked past due to the commitment of the cast. For my first experience watching a rocky horror production I couldn’t have asked for a better show, and I will definitely be wanting to watch it again.
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