Why did you choose to write this particular musical?

Fred Landau (FL): When I first saw the film The Last Starfighter, it hooked into an idea I’d always found fascinating, that something you’d least expect would change your life could indeed change your life. And after working on the book for a while at the BMI Workshop, I showed the work I had done to Skip.

Skip Kennon (SK): I’d thought this material could make a good musical from the first time I saw it, but I didn’t think I could get the rights. So when Fred did the research and found out the rights to musicalize the screenplay might be available, I jumped at the chance to work on it. It had right from the start that special element that sang – the story of a little guy being placed in an extraordinary situation. Plus, the screenplay’s set-up had a real musical feel, with the Cinderella-like kid not able to go to the lake because of his chores, the Oz-like yearning to be in a better place, a Tommy-like element of a boy being a whiz at a video game and that ability leading to further adventure. 

FL: And just to add, of course, the film had Robert Preston in full Music Man mode taking the boy to an Oz-like far-away land, and the musical 

possibilities became even more clear.

Who or what are your inspirations? 

SK: Inspirations for this show are the elements of Jonathan Betuel’s wonderful screenplay that merge sci-fi with romance. Then add the idea that someone can come from nowhere and wind up with great accomplishments, if only his or her true talents are tapped into.  

FL: And sometimes those talents can be tapped into totally by accident, with the right person taking an interest or the right external factors falling into place.

Which comes first, words or music?

SK: The book! In writing the songs, I generally wrote the lyrics before the music, taking cues from either the draft of the book or from the screenplay, as well as discussions where we’d just sit in a room talking about what and how much should be sung versus spoken.

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

SK: We actually got the rights in the underlying screenplay of the film in 1999. There was a good deal of down time in writing the show, because we were both involved with other projects during the period from getting the rights until we had a complete draft. At first we had been pretty literal with our adaptation, but realized that even with $20 million, we could never outdo the effects of the film industry. The show really clicked for us when we discovered the theatrical conceit of the trailer park people telling the story, and then the adaptation came together in months.

FL: Steps along the way included presentations of parts of the book at the BMI Workshop, where the fellow Workshop members would actually read the script material aloud. That enabled us to test a few different approaches and actually hear the book material with people playing the roles, even switching actor types from one presentation to another. It was a very enjoyable experimental journey.

What do you hope to get out of the presentation of your work at Village Theatre?

SK & FL: Of course, we’d be delighted if the Village Theatre wanted to give the show a production! But for this particular presentation, we hope to take a look at the adjustments we’ve made to the book and score since the last version of the show. The history of Village Theatre Festival suggests that it’s a good environment to see if those adjustments play before an audience that clearly loves musicals. We’re very grateful to Village Theatre for the opportunity to be part of the Festival.

