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E
ric Petersen is
used to sauntering
into the theater 20
minutes before
show time and
casually chatting
with the other
actors.
In ‘Shrek the

Musical,” the 29-
year-old actor has
to arrive at the
theater two hours

early so he can be transformed into a
gigantic, green, swamp-dwelling ogre.

Physically and mentally, it is the role
of a lifetime for an actor.

Petersen, a native of Carol Stream,
Ill., usually portrays human characters.
This is perhaps hismost unconventional
role, as a lovable monster, who takes a
chance on love. “Shrek theMusical” is
the action-packed, stage adaptation of
the popular animated DreamWorks
film.

Petersen feels he has “arrived” as an
actor, coming home to launch the
national tour of “Shrek theMusical,”
opening Tuesday at the Cadillac Palace
Theatre. “When people told me, I’d do
this show in Chicago, I was ecstatic,”
Petersen exclaimed. “I have friends
coming out of the woodwork, who are
saying, ‘I heard you are in
“Shrek.” ‘I haven’t seen you since
eighth grade.’ It’s been great
connecting with so many old
friends.”

Before portraying Shrek,
Petersen performed in TV dra-
mas, daytime soap operas, and
in a national tour of “The 25th
Annual Putnam County Spelling
Bee.” On Broadway, Petersen
understudied the role of Shrek.
He performs with Haven Burton,
as Princess Fiona, and Alan
Mingo Jr., as the wacky Donkey.

Before he steps on stage, Petersen
admits he feels like a big green fellow
with an attitude. “I wear a burlap tunic,”
Petersen said. “I have these big foam
hands. I wear boots with three-foot lifts.
They put prosthetic pieces on my face
and paint them green for every show.
You can’t help but feel like Shrek when
you have on a 45-pound, green cos-
tume.”

Petersen said he tries to think of foot-
ball players with a lumbering walk for
inspiration. “It’s one of the most chal-
lenging roles because of the physical
demands,” Petersen expressed. “I’m
playing a character the audience
already knows. You have an advantage.
Everybody is on your side from the get-
go.”

In this story, Shrek leaves his shel-
tered life in a swamp to rescue a beauti-
ful princess. Shrek begins his journey as
a grumpy ogre and realizes he has the
qualities of heroism when he falls in
love. During his journey, Shrek makes
friends with a loud-mouthed Donkey,
who becomes his accomplice. He
encounters a dragon and deals with
subversive fairy tale characters.

“Shrek goes on a physical quest to
rescue the princess, but at the same
time, he takes this emotional journey,”
Petersen said. “If your parents raised
you in the woods, and suddenly at 30,

sent you into the world, how would you
behave?”

Petersen, who studied drama at
Bradley University, said his training
taught him to find Shrek’s human quali-
ties. “The way I approach this character
is the way I approach every character,”
he remarked. “I try not to get caught up
in being an ogre. I try to bring every
thing you know and love from the
movie, but I try to bring a layer of vul-
nerability.”

It isn’t every day an actor performs
in a fractured fairy tale with bouncy
production numbers, an odd couple
romance, and grand, over-the-top sets.

“What audiences are going to love is
you totally get yourmoney’s worth,”
Petersen said. “You will see Shrek walk
from a dingy swamp into a glistening
kingdom. The genius of the show is it
lends itself so perfectly to amusical

because you are in a fairy tale
land where people are known to
break into song and dance. The
sets are so detailed, I feel like I
am totally in Shrek’s world.”

Petersen has a great chem-
istry with his co-star Burton
because they worked together as
understudies on Broadway.
“Haven is just like me: an
actress, first, a singer, second,”
Petersen revealed. “She pres-
ents a very different take on
Princess Fiona that people will

like. She presents a little more of a
feisty edge to her character.”

The two-hourmusical enlarges upon
Shrek and Fiona’s difficult childhoods
and the delightful back stories of the
fairy tale characters.

“They took the script of the first
movie and they’ve added a few scenes
so you can see how Shrek became the
angry ogre he is today,” Petersen said. “I
think Fiona didn’t expect Shrek to be
her hero. Her initial reaction is, I’m a
princess; I can’t be with an ogre. The
play opens up a lot of the back stories
you don’t see in the movie."

The monster-with-the-heart-of-gold is
revealed when Petersen belts out “Who
I’d Be,” Shrek’s tortured ballad. “Shrek
has closed himself off in the world and
suddenly he cracks,” Petersen revealed.
“He said he yearns to be a Viking or
poet, rescue the princess, and live a
hero’s life. This ismy big, cathartic
moment. It definitely takes everything
out of me to sing that song.”

Petersen embraces Shrek’s lovable
qualities. “When people see Shrek, they
run away screaming,” he said. “I think
Shrek is someone who is lonely, who is
looking for love. I think what’s great
about this show is everyone, at one time
or another, has felt like Shrek.We’ve all
been hurt by labels. You live in that
label, but secretly, you want to be some-
one else.”

Eric Petersen, behind the green makeup.
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Go green! Eric
Petersen (top), a
native Chicagoan, will
star as Shrek in the
first national tour of
SHREK THE MUSICAL
premiering Tuesday in
Chicago.
— PHOTOS PROVIDED
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Facts about
Shrek
■ Lived as a recluse in a
swamp, until he discov-
ered heroism, love, and
friendship.

■ Boasts he can whip up
a mean Weed Rat Stew.

■ Has a flatulence
problem, but he uses it
to his advantage.

■ Has dominant green
features.

■ Looks good in a tunic.

■ Dreams of being a
poet or Viking.

■ Could be described
as the ultimate late-
bloomer.

If you go
What: “Shrek the
Musical”

When: Opens Tuesday,
closes Sept. 5

Where: Cadillac Palace
Theatre, 151 W. Ran-
dolph St., Chicago

Tickets: $25 to $90

Phone: (800) 775-2000

Lord Farquaad of Dulac

Princess Fiona

“When people see Shrek, they run
away screaming. I think Shrek is
someone who is lonely, who is
looking for love. I think what’s great
about this show is everyone, at one
time or another, has felt like Shrek.
We’ve all been hurt by labels. You live
in that label, but secretly, you want to

be someone else.”


