Why did you choose to write this particular musical?

Shrubshall and Free (SF): We have a real problem with musicals - people just sing for no apparent reason. So we wondered about a musical where the singing was an imperative rather than an artistic or emotional choice. Hence, someone who has a medical complaint whereby he hallucinates that everyone is bursting into song around him.  Who would this affect most?  Well, someone who hates musicals, obviously. And we thought the irony would be particularly apposite if it was a person involved in showbiz, but who was deeply cynical of the world in which he makes a living. We could naturally have chosen a writer, but we wanted the lead to be a totally unsympathetic character – and that’s why we chose a musical theatre producer.

Scott Guy (SG): The Big Deal came about a result of a collaborative project between the Academy for New Musical Theatre in Los Angeles and Mercury Musical Developments in London.  Four teams of British teams of writers were paired with four teams of American writers with the directive to write a pair of stand-alone one-act musicals which could be produced and published on the same bill.  Each musical was to be its own entity, featuring the same cast of actors, with the directive that each be tied to the other musical in some way:  theme or location, perhaps, or characters, time, event, etc. ANMT workshopped each of the musicals in Los Angeles, posting on its website password-protected wmv files of the feedback sessions to the British authors, and eventually sponsoring public readings of all eight musicals.  An artistic selection committee comprised of judges from Los Angeles, Chicago and London selected The Big Deal to be part of Stages 2005 at Theatre Building Chicago.  The Big Deal was also invited to be part of the New York Musical Theatre Festival.  Four of the eight double-bill musicals were presented in London at Mercury Musical Developments, sponsored by the Noel Coward Foundation.

Ross Källing (RK): I was asked to come in and join the team after an earlier composer had left the project. The lyrics were largely finished and I think I wrote seven or eight songs in the first two weeks. I didn’t really know what I was in for, I really didn’t understand the conceit of the play, I was just writing songs. But I liked the 
cynical quality of the story and the challenge of finding music that could communicate 
that quality.

Who or what are your inspirations?

SF: Our inspirations are often cinematic – Hollywood musicals of the 30s and 40s, the musical interludes in Mel Brooks films, South Park The Movie, Groucho Marx singing ‘Lydia The Tattooed Lady’.  We prefer Rogers & Hart to Rogers and Hammerstein, consider Anthony Newly to be sadly neglected, think that some of Sondheim’s stuff is frankly a bit dodgy and worry that a lot of new musicals take themselves far too seriously.  And that’s really our inspiration – to write musicals that we’d like to go and see.

SG: The actual topic for “The Big Deal” began with an idea from the British writing team, Shrubshall & Free, and it became the responsibility of the American team to weave a new set of characters and storyline around the British show.  Very tricky...negotiating a collaborative relationship across two cultures with an ocean between them.

RK: Bernstein, Copland, Virgil Thompson and Kurt Weill.
Which comes first, words or music?

SF: Story comes first.  Words and music serve the story and so we will write whatever the story needs – if it needs a song which carries a deal of plot we will write lyrics first, if it requires a big emotional moment, it will probably be music-led.  As we collaborate on all elements of show writing, the process is quite fluid.  But we rarely write one without having an idea of what the other is doing.

SG: Words in this case.

RK: In our case, words came first on every song. That isn’t always the case for me or Scott but because of the condition of me coming in late on the project, Scott had finished all the lyrics already. Normally I hate working that way but it’s fun to come in, meet the deadline and be the hero.

How long have you been working on the piece, and have you enjoyed the journey?

SF: We started work on the show in Summer, 2004, when ANMT in LA and MMD in London requested writers to work on a double bill of one-act musicals.  We were teamed with Scott Guy and eventually – after a bit of to-ing and fro-ing where we managed to piss-off several notable American songwriters – Ross Källing.  The initial process was intensive and a first draft was produced in 3 months – with constant feverish feedback and consultation with ANMT.  The process was quite combative and even at times bruising, but thoroughly enjoyable.  You damn Yankees are pretty hot on musical theatre analysis and it’s something we lack in the UK – which explains some of our country’s recent output.

SG: This piece was workshopped throughout the course of ANMT’s 2004-05 developmental season.  It was a wild, frustrating, exhilarating, frustrating, challenging and frustrating process.  The British team had a very set idea of what their show wanted to be, and so integrating the two one-act shows was a very difficult challenge.  About half-way through the outlining process, the Americans thought they would give up and not bother integrating the shows beyond a little bit of theme, and cast requirements.  But the original American bookwriter on the project finally hit upon the idea of treating the British show as an actual literary property in the world of the American show, and finally the show began to unfold in an intricate, Escher-like way.  But still the Americans felt that the British writers were reticent to change a line of dialogue or a bit of backstory, in order to make the American half integrate more completely.  The relationship between the British and American teams changed profoundly, however, when they met in person in Chicago as part of the STAGES Festival, which was presenting “The Big Deal.”  The polite relationship we’d established in email conversations gave way to much more open, friendly and honest conversations about each others’ pieces, and at last we were able to effect changes upon the other teams’ musicals.  The relationship and the piece deepened and strengthened immediately.  We were able to do a collective re-write in time for the New York Musical Theatre Festival, and then another one before presentations in London.

RK: I started in Nov. of 05. With the international nature of this project it’s been quite a challenge at times. The play has a rather complicated conceit and the tiniest adjustment to either half could have huge implications for the other team. It’s been a bit like that 3-D version of tic tac toe that was popular in the ‘60s (I’m dating myself). I’ve loved the challenge of it.
What do you hope to get out of the presentation of your work at Village Theatre?

SF: Basically we hope that people see it and enjoy it, and that maybe some like-minded soul somewhere thinks, ‘Hey, maybe musical theatre isn’t stupid after all’.  

SG: We are eagerly looking forward to seeing how our piece plays directly off of the page, without our influencing it creatively ourselves...have we made each moment clear?  Is the score notated in such a way that music directors understand what we have in mind, without endless footnotes or teleconferences?  Lastly, have we come close to integrating the two shows?  Their humor and styles are so different; have we at last brought them together in the same double-bill?
RK: This play has been performed four times previously, but three of those we produced ourselves. In fact, we’ve done two major re-writes since we saw it produced by someone else. I’m looking forward to seeing it in this sort of ‘black box’ presentation where the writing (and performances) really stand out, for better or worse. You can’t be distracted by helicopters or falling chandeliers. I’m looking forward to seeing what someone else does with the script and score without daily input from us, just off the page. Thanks, Village Theatre Folk for this opportunity.
