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Sara Ramirez, who
plays all the female
leads in “Spamalot,”
had heard of Monty
Python, but had never
seen the movies. She
rented them before her
audition.

The versatile
Sara Ramirez
grabs her share
of the spotlight
in ‘Spamalot’

BY HEDY WEISS
Theater Critic

opening of “Monty Python’s Spa-

malot,” it was the well-known triad
of male stars — Tim Curry, Hank
Azaria and David Hyde Pierce — who
garnered most of the attention. But on
opening night it was the show's- girl
power that emerged.

It came in the form of one person —
Sara Ramirez, the tall, dark, volup-
tuous 29-year-old actress born in Mex-
ico and educated at Juilliard — and
proved she is capable of generating the
galvanic comic energy of a young Liza
Minnelli while using her powerhouse
voice to careen from opera to jazz to
pure Broadway belt.

Ramirez, was initially hired to play
only one of the show’s major female
roles — the
Lady of the [
Lake, that :
green-ctad  'MONFY
temptress ¥ "
who emerges l ' lm S
from a ma'
swamp and U e
leads the way  Visne Through -
into a full- [ Sunday
extravaganza Wiere: Shubert
modeled on a _\TMHT!ZZW.
Lakers’ half.  Monroe ‘
time routine. TEMS.SZS‘$87
E}‘-:- b{h the  (veryiimited)
sols bogan, | Call(312)9021400
she was play-
ing all the fe-
male leads, including the blonde Witch
slated for burning and the blowsy plat-
inum Cow, an over-the-hill glamor
queen, part Marlene Dietrich and part
Anita Ekberg, who arrives decked out
in a bovine gown and ends up as dead

In the months leading up to the

. meat.

Whether parodying Sarah Bright-
man in “Phantom of the Opera” or
lamenting her lack of stage time in
the show’s second act, Ramirez is a
big presence. “From the very first day,
this production has been nothing but
joyful and fun,” said Ramirez. “Work-
ing with these three seasoned actors
has just been like playing in the sand-
box.”

She admits to having to get up to
speed on all things Monty Python,
however, “I knew about the Pythons
but I had never seen the movies, so be-
fore I auditioned I rented all the movies
and did a lot of research,” Ramirez said.
“I think I missed a whole part of pop
culture because I only arrived in the
United States in 1983.”

She was born in Mazatlan, the
beautiful beach city on Mexico’s Pa-
cific coast. Her mother, an American

See LADY, Page 41
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citizen, was from San Diego, and
her father was Mexican, so she had
dual citizenship. When her parents
divorced, she and her mother
moved to San Diego. But wherever
she was, there was musie in the
house — Linda Ronstadt, Whitney
Houston, Barbra Streisand, Bonnie
Raitt, Joni Mitchell, Pat Benatar.

“My grandfather had a restau-
rant in La Jolla where he played
the guitar, and my mother always
sang, and so did 1,” Ramirez said.
“In fact, I think my mother knew
even before I did that I was sup-
posed to be an actress.”

From the fourth through 12th

grades, Ramirez-attended the San
Diego School of Creative and Per-
forming Arts. When it came time
to apply to college, a teacher who
had studied dance at Juilliard sug-
gested she apply for the musical
theater program. She auditioned in
San Francisco with a song from her
favorite musical, Stephen Sond-
heim'’s “Into the Woods,” and was
accepted.

“I had done lots of musicals in

high school, and I just got it; I un- |

derstood how they worked,” said
Ramirez. “But I knew I needed to
study acting. I needed the Shake-
speare and the other classics. I
needed the tools.”

It didn’t take long before there
was a buzz about Ramirez at Juil-
liard,

“I only started working with her
in her second year at the school,”
said Deborah Lapidus, a singing in-
structor in Juilliard’s Drama Divi-
sion. “But I remember other stu-
dents telling me that there was this
student in the first vear who was
the best singer I will ever hear in
my entire life. That was the vibe.
And she was very exciting to hear.”

It also was at Juilliard that
Ramirez lost her accents. “When I
moved to San Diego my Mexican
accent quickly was replaced by a
Valley Girl accent,” she recalled,
laughing., “Then I got to Juilliard
and had to get rid of that one.”

Before she had even graduated,
Ramirez was cast in a Broadway
show — Paul Simon’s ill-fated
1998 musical, “The Capeman,” in
which she played Wahzinak, “the
girl who sits in the desert and
writes love letters to the jailed
young murderer, Salvador Agron.”

“Look, in this business you've
got to be able to bounce back, and I
think Sara understands all that,”
said Lapidus. “And she’s lucky; she
has the whole arsenal of talent that
really sets her apart — the voeal
gifts that are obvious, but also that
radiant energy, the ability to act
and do comedy. She was nervous at
first about ‘Spamalot, not just be-
cause she was part of a pretty
starry crowd, but because she had
some really hard singing to do in
the midst of all the other demands.
But she has learned how to pace
herself, and her great ability to just
play will serve her very well.”

After “The Capeman” came the
1999 Broadway musical revue, “The
Gershwins’ Fascinating Rhythm,”
another doomed show. Two years
later, director Lonny Price tapped
Ramirez for the Broadway remount
of “A Class Act,” the well-received
musical autobiography of song-

writer Ed Kleban, the lyricist of “A -

Chorus Line.”

“She came in to audition for me,
but her reputation had preceded
her,” said Price, now at work on the
Lincoln Center remount of the

staged concert of Sondheim’s “Pas-
sion,” which debuted at the Ravinia
Festival two summers ago. “And it
was that rare case when I listened to
her, asked her to please wait outside
for a few minutes and then immedi-
ately offered her the job [it took just
two auditions for Mike Nichels to
come to the same conclusion when
casting “Spamalot”]. Sara is an ex-
traordinary force of nature — a star
from the minute I saw her. She has
every talent that matters, and she’s
terrific to work with. She just lights
up the stage whenever she appears.”

Price also cast her as Petra, the
lusty maid, in the Ravinia Festival’s
concert version of Sondheim’s “A Lit-

tle Night Music” in the summer of
2002, ‘and she brought down the
house with “The Miller’s Son.” She
returned the next summer to Ra-
vihia’'s Martin Theatre, where she
shared the bill with Chicago aétress
Hollis Resnik and gave a cabaret per-
formance that suggested her obvious
raw talent was in desperate need of a
director. Her work with Nichols
demonstrates how well she thrives
under the watchful eye of a pro.
“Mike is so respectful of the ac-
tors,” said Ramirez. “He’s very
gentle, very courteous. And he
doesn't keep a super-tight rein on
you. He has a kind of fearless trust
in his actors, only pushing us to

keep it truthful, tell the story and
steer clear of mugging.”

“Many things will change before
this show gets to Broadway,” said
Ramirez, as post-opening rehearsals
for “Spamalot” were already under
way last week. “It won't be the same
show when we open in New York.
But one of the best lessons I learned
doing ‘The Capeman’ was that
nothing is guaranteed in this busi-
ness. As an actor you're continually
humbled by the realization that no
job is forever and that you can’t put
all your eggs in one basket.”

Christopher Sieber as Sir Dennis
Galahad and Sara Ramirez as the
Lady of the Lake in “Spamalot.”

‘ONE OF THE BEST FILMS OF THE YEAR.

SUMPTUOUS AND SWEEPINGLY ROMANTIC?

-Kevin Thomas, LOS ANGELES TIMES
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IMAGE ENTERTAINMENT  CHICAGO SUN-TIMES
OFFER YOU THE (:ANBE TO WIN A FREE DVD OF LANA’SN
FORGET LA FEMMENIKITR!
THERE'S R NEW GIRL IN TOWN.

Send a ;lostnard wllh your name and complele address o
Lana’s Rain, P.0. Box 11305, Chicago, IL 60611.
All winners will be drawn at random. Limit one entry per person.
Winners will he sent DVD via mail within 14 days.

Video Shmideo — Chicago
VK Video ~ Chicago
Nationwide Video — Chicago
Value Video — Berwyn
Corner Video - Villa Park
Lion Video — Highland Park

LOOK FOR LANA'S RAIN AT THE FOLLOWING CHICAGO-AREA STORES:

Lion Video — Chicago

Video Adventure — Highland Park
Ken's World of Video — Addison
Dollar Video — Crystal Lake
Select Video - Chicago
Specialty Video Films — Wilmette

FOR ADDITIONAL LOCATIONS & INFORMATION, GO TO LANASRAINTHEMOVIE.COM

THE LINE SEPARATING THE LIVING
FROM THE DEAD HAS BEEN CROSSED.
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