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It’s time to take the term back.
I hear this all the time in the rehearsal room:
“I don’t want this to be musical theatre—I want
it to be grounded.” Or, “it’s a little too musical
theatre—let’s find the complexity in the
moment.” The equation: musical theatre equals
slight or schlocky, or even stupid.
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But it ain’t true, at least not in Alberta. Some of
the very best work we do in this province emerges from
our exploration of the exquisite, complex relationship between
theatre performance and music. It’s an exponential relationship rather than an
additive one—the forms multiply one other as they dance together. It’s always a very
challenging, detailed relationship to create. I’m amazed at the variety of ways we’re
managing to create this kind of work.
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I’ve seen so many Alberta artists do it very well. David Rhymer’s swaying head bowed
over the piano keys, searching his way through his own haunting compositions in
Ghost River Theatre’s 2001 hit An Eye for an Eye. Scott Shpeley’s breathtakingly
vulnerable falsetto notes as Edgar in Catalyst Theatre’s Nevermore, contrasted with the
flat-out delight of the show’s talented ensemble belting out “all our days are trances”
in perfect harmony. Denise Clarke’s freight-train-powerful presence singing “Daddy
Can’t Keep You Warm” in One Yellow Rabbit’s trippy, Beat-inspired Dream Machine.
These are the experiences that make me love the genre. When I came to Alberta in
1999, I felt as though my eyes were being opened to its potential. Since then my
own work has led me to attempt more musicals than my cynical 20-something self
could have ever dreamed.
We’re celebrating and examining the genre in this issue of All Stages. What’s
working? What are the challenges? How do we grow the form? Our centrepiece is
a roundtable with some of Alberta’s best composers: David Rhymer, Jonathan
Christenson, Ryan Sigurdson and Joe Slabe. We’re also featuring an on-theground report from Onalea Gilbertson about taking her show Blanche to the New
York Musical Theatre Festival. Kristen Finlay writes about the 30-year impact
of St. Albert Children’s Theatre on established and emerging musical theatre
professionals. Performer Julie Sinclair investigates how performers maintain
their health in this challenging form. Our technical editor Scott Peters
documents the design challenges of Theatre Calgary’s upcoming production of
CATS, now that the show has been released by Andrew Lloyd Webber from its
franchise-design gulag. And to wrap it up, acclaimed singer/songwriter Kris
Demeanor makes an argument for why music, not story, needs to take centre
stage in innovative musical theatre creation processes.
Sing it loud, sing it proud.

David van Belle
editor
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Allison Lynch is one of Alberta’s most exciting young musical theatre artists.
The Calgary-based actor and singer turned heads in 2011 with her performance
in Twisted—created by Forte Musical Theatre Guild and The Bitter Suite Society.
She won a Betty Mitchell Award for Outstanding Performance by an Actress in a
Comedy or Musical for her work on the show, while three of her own compositions
were featured in the piece. She also composed original music for and performed in
Alberta Theatre Projects’ production of The Penelopiad.

“Composing is a way for me to conjure up new ways of approaching
musical theatre, both lyrically and melodically.”
Allison is an educational program interpreter for the Cantos Music Foundation at
the National Music Centre of Canada. And, she sings and writes for rapture pop
band Cutest Kitten Ever.
Allison continues to explore the musical theatre genre on Calgary stages. She
just finished playing Dosha in Ash Rizin’, a hip-hop musical presented as part of
Alberta Theatre Projects’ playRites Festival in February, and will appear as Joanna
in Vertigo Theatre’s upcoming production of Sweeney Todd.

Photo courtesy of Allison Lynch

“Combining music and theatre can stimulate thought and inspire new
ways of looking at the world. It can be risky, and might not always be
successful, but when that combination works and opens our eyes in a
unique way, the gain is always worth the risk.”
You can listen to some of Allison’s work on her band’s website www.CutestKittenEver.com.

by Vanessa Sabourin

Muziektheater
Transparant
Muziektheater Transparant, based in
Antwerp, Belgium, is a company that
creates, reinterprets and presents
music-theatre performance using
artists from a variety of disciplines.
Although voice is generally the central
focus, the company also heavily
integrates film, video, graphics and
live musicians. The company was
founded in the late 80s as a chamber
opera company, but in 1994 a new
artistic team began to challenge the
boundaries of the company’s work,
exploring less traditional ways of
combining words and music. Men in
Tribulation, a production composed
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and directed by Eric Sleichim with
text written by Jan Fabre, takes
place inside the mind of Antonin
Artaud during the last hour before
his death. The audience stands inside
the performance environment for the
whole show, physically unable to take
in the entire spectacle. It is as if
they stand inside the writer's mind:
words become only one part of an
all-encompassing happening of bodies,
gestures, music and sounds.
Muziektheater Transparant also runs
the Institute for Living Voice, an
international artistic educational
project that is dedicated to the
diversity and richness of vocal art.
The Institute programs workshops,
concerts, debates and lectures.
www.transparant.be

Muziektheater
Transparant
Muziektheater Transparant's Men in Tribulation.
Photo courtesy of Muziektheater Transparant
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A Prairie Dame Takes

New York
Last fall Calgary-based performer
Onalea Gilbertson took her musical Blanche:
The Bittersweet Life of a Wild Prairie Dame (with
additional music by Jonathan Lewis and Morag
Northey) to the New York Musical Theatre Festival.
Based on the life of her grandmother, the show
ran for three performances over two days and was
recently named one of the top New York theatre
productions of 2011 by the Huffington Post.
We asked Onalea to share some of her experiences
during her time in New York. –Ed.

I arrive in New York at one a.m. on
September 6, 2011, exactly one month
before Blanche’s Off-Broadway premiere.
From this point until opening, I’m a victim
of insomnia in the city that never sleeps.
The day after I hit the ground I’m
auditioning string players at a small
rehearsal studio just off Times Square.
My violin player, Filip, looks exactly like
Ronnie, Blanche’s first boyfriend, who
used to visit with a suitcase and dress
her up in his clothing. I’m inspired by
the resemblance—the musicians can
actively play the loves of Blanche’s life
and interact with me onstage in a larger
way! I make a last minute decision to bring
in a third colleague, actor/musician Jeff
Gladstone from Vancouver, to play guitar
and to appear as Woody, Blanche’s second
husband. Brian, our cellist, will play Bill,
Blanche’s first husband, who died tragically.
I move into the tiniest room in the world
in TriBeCa and rehearse with my New York
string duo for two weeks. I compose three
new songs. Then we bring the rest of the
team in and bring the show to a whole

new level, discovering a series of beautiful
non-verbal narrative moments within the
songs. Rachel Avery is our director and a
close childhood friend; she’s an amazing
leader who also creates new visuals for the
piece, editing fantastic home movies that I
retrieved from my aunt and uncle’s garage.
She intersperses them with projected
photographs that were taken on Ronnie’s
old Brownie camera in the 1930s. We’re
rehearsing at Champion Studios on West
39th Street—a bustling rehearsal studio
complex, just like the movies! Rehearsing
a show in New York without a car proves to
be quite a trip—I cart a suitcase of props,
costumes and music with me every day on
the subway.
Every night after rehearsal there’s some
kind of promotional opportunity—Jeff and
I go out and sing at open mics all around
New York. We’re like runaway trains—we
meet other casts who are a part of the
festival and jump into the scene, making
connections as fast as we can.
It’s tiring to be both the load-in crew and
the lead performer and to do two runs in

Onalea Gilbertson, Filip Pogady and Bryan Sanders
in Blanche: The Bittersweet Life of a Wild Prairie
Dame at the New York Musical Theatre Festival.
Photo courtesy of Onalea Gilbertson

the afternoon before an evening premiere...
but that’s show biz! My heart’s leaping out
of my chest as we stand backstage and the
lights dim for our Off-Broadway premiere—
but the New York audience is warm and
loving and incredibly touched.
Gram Blanche was 95 when she passed
away this year. The interviews I had with
her after finding her old 1930s photo
album opened a portal to a whole new
experience of a woman I had known my
entire life. When I told her that the story
of her life would play in New York she
looked at me intensely and said, “Not a lot
of people get to say that, do they?”
Onalea Gilbertson is a singer, theatre artist and
songwriter. Current projects include creating Two
Bit Oper-Eh? Shun, an oratorio about homelessness,
directing a new opera about immigration for
Calgary Opera and performing the theatre songs of
composer David Rhymer. www.onalea.com
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Luc Tellier in St. Albert
Children’s Theatre’s
production of Peter Pan:
A Musical Adventure.
Photo credit: Steven Knight

Laying
the
Foundation
St. Albert Children’s
Theatre’s 30-year
legacy of growing
the next generation
of musical theatre
professionals
by Kristen M. Finlay
At 18, Luc Tellier is just beginning his
adult life in the theatre. Nevertheless, he
already has ten years of onstage experience
and 13 musicals under his belt thanks to
St. Albert Children’s Theatre (SACT). The
company, based in St. Albert, a city of
about 57,000 just outside of Edmonton,
celebrated its 30th anniversary in 2011,
and has a remarkable tradition of sending
its theatrical ambassadors to stages both in
Alberta and beyond.
Most recently Tellier appeared in the title
role of Peter Pan: A Musical Adventure, an
new adaptation of the story complete with
flying. Tellier’s mother would take him to
the company’s shows when he was a small
child. In 2003, he was cast in the ensemble
of Pinocchio. Tellier describes a process in
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which older participants mentor the younger
ones: “You make your way up through the
ranks as you get older. I started out in the
ensemble and over the years worked up to
playing Peter Pan,” he explains. “It was
an absolute blast—flying, working on the
Canadian premiere of the new musical and
my character was leading the play as leader
of the Lost Boys. I was able to lead them
off stage, as well. All the Lost Boys were
quite a bit younger [than me], so it felt
good to be giving back.”
Tellier’s leadership experience fits in with
how Artistic Director Janice Flower describes
the company. “The mandate has always
been to be a leadership program—using
theatre as a medium to build leadership
skills in youth no matter where they will go;
providing opportunities for them to get life
skills for whatever they will go into,” she
says. “The kids that come are very serious
about theatre, but they go into a variety of
professions.”
SACT began its programming in 1981,
growing out of a summer drama program
run by founding Artistic Director Maralyn
Ryan. In 1983 St. Albert Place, the city’s
new municipal and cultural centre, opened
and SACT moved in, putting on bi-annual
productions and summer camps and
developing a following. Flower has been

A performance in Aspen
Crossing’s railway car.
Photo courtesy of Aspen Crossing.

Artistic Director since 1995, taking over from
Ryan’s successor John B. Lowe. However,
her experience with the company goes back
to 1985 when she started as Music Director.
From her perspective, the program has been
fairly consistent over time. The company
maintains its high level of quality by putting
kids into mentoring relationships with
professionals from the Edmonton theatre
community, both onstage and backstage.
Daniel Abrahamson, now working as an
actor and musician in Toronto, first joined
SACT in 1996 at age 11 for a production
of West Side Story. He made a big first
impression by climbing the scaffolding of
the set when he shouldn’t have and then
falling through a riser, where he hung
until a technician rescued him—a story he
retells every time there’s a SACT reunion.
He credits his training with the company
with preparing him for his education:
“SACT gave me many hundreds of hours
in front of audiences, in rehearsals with
other performers, auditioning and doing
promotional work... When I went off to
Sheridan College to pursue musical theatre
as a profession, I definitely felt [I had] a
leg up [on] other students.”
Abrahamson says the training he received
from the professionals working at SACT
was invaluable. “Janice taught me so much

Musical Theatre in Alberta
about musicals and shows and leadership,”
he says. “In particular I remember Janice
being infinitely patient, working tirelessly
and selflessly to get the shows to the
quality where they needed to be. Bruce
Cable, the Music Director I worked with
most, set a high standard for the quality
of the music in the productions, which has
stuck with me to this day.” Abrahamson
returned to Alberta last summer to
participate in a remount of Lucky Stiff at the
2011 Edmonton International Fringe Theatre
Festival, a SACT production originally staged
in 1996. His special fondness for SACT made
it easy for him to join the alumni who
returned from working around the world to
participate. In addition to being an actor
and musician, Abrahamson is also a musical
theatre composer who has produced his own
work in Toronto and has even had one of
his works published through Samuel French.
He is currently running a musical theatre
“Composium” for Theatre20 (a Torontobased group dedicated to creating new
musical theatre).
Celina Dean, now a Los Angeles-based actor,
also returned to Edmonton for the remount
of Lucky Stiff. For Dean, a shy and somewhat
introverted kid, SACT offered a place to
be herself. In addition, she felt that it
really prepared her for the Musical Theatre
program at Grant MacEwan in Edmonton.
She had seen older kids from the company
go on to Grant MacEwan and was inspired to
follow in their footsteps: “When I got there,
I felt prepared. SACT grooms you to be a
professional and the Theatre Arts program
demanded that of me. Scheduling, multitasking, time management... I was ready.”
She also credits her training with SACT with
helping her in her career: “I’ve recently
worked at the Actor’s Theater of Louisville
doing A Christmas Carol, and though SACT
didn’t get me the job directly, I got it and
every other job I’ve booked because of
being prepared by SACT.”

finished her degree at Acadia in Nova Scotia
and then received her Master of Music at
Boston Conservatory.
Piehl credits SACT with developing her
confidence. “As I worked my way from
chorus member to larger roles, I slowly
but surely realized that not only did I
want a life immersed in theatre and music,
but [that] I could actually take the steps
to accomplish this. Experience is key,
of course, and SACT provides performing
experience in spades. But without
encouraging, supportive directors and
choreographers, I wouldn’t have gained
the confidence and motivation I needed to
actually pursue what I wanted.” This winter
she puts that confidence in action as she
teaches a music class at the University
of Alberta, a position for which she was
recommended by a SACT friend.
Luc Tellier is now a University of Alberta
Drama student. He has returned to his old
high school as Music Director for their
upcoming production of Seussical The
Musical, using the skills and confidence from
his many years of training through SACT.
And if that is not enough, he assures me he
has his SACT Music Director, Rachel Bowron,
on speed dial.
Kristen M. Finlay is an actor, director, blogger and
playwright. She recently directed Bevin Dooley’s
play, Playmates, for the University of Alberta’s New
Works Festival. She will also direct Nine by Arthur
Kopit and Maury Yeston at Walterdale Playhouse in
July 2012.

Celina Dean in the 2011 Fringe remount of SACT’s
Lucky Stiff.
Photo credit: Steven Knight

Brice Luther, Michael Munrow, Vanessa Sabourin,
Dan Abrahamson and Matt Alden in the 2011 Fringe
remount of SACT's Lucky Stiff.
Photo credit: Steven Knight

Kirstin Piehl performed in the SACT in the
City cabaret show, a second SACT event at
the 2011 Edmonton Fringe commemorating
the company’s 30th anniversary. Her
experience with SACT has had a dramatic
effect on her education, leading her to
attend high school at Edmonton’s Victoria
School for the Arts, a long commute from
her St. Albert home. She then took the
two-year music program at Grant MacEwan,
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State of the Art

Andrew MacDonald-Smith, Shannon Blanchet, Kendra Connor,
Geran Koornhof and Jocelyn Ahlf in Teatro la Quindicina’s The
Infinite Shiver, music by Ryan Sigurdson.

A quartet of composers sings out about
Albertan musical theatre

Act I—Why choose musical theatre?

All Stages asked four prominent Alberta musical theatre composers to
talk about their creation processes and how musical theatre is doing
as a genre in our province. Calgary’s David Rhymer is a playwright
and composer who has written and co-written such shows as Ilsa
Queen of the Nazi Love Camp, An Eye for an Eye and Why Freud
Fainted. Ryan Sigurdson is an Edmonton-based composer whose
work includes musical contributions to Everyone Goes to Mitzi’s and
The Infinite Shiver. Joe Slabe is Artistic Director of Forte Musical
Theatre Guild in Calgary—his recent works include Jeremy de Bergerac
and Austentatious! And Jonathan Christenson is Artistic Director of
Edmonton’s Catalyst Theatre and the creator of Hunchback, Nevermore
and Frankenstein. –Ed.

Photo credit: Justin Gambin

Sigurdson: I find musicals the most moving. They
can reach a pitch of emotion that plays seldom do
but are more accessible than opera. Watching the
act one closer of The Music Man, “The Wells Fargo
Wagon,” is one of the most transporting experiences
I have had in a theatre. That number is a combination
of expert storytelling, music that seems to channel
pure joy and nuanced characters engaged in
ethically complex struggles. As with all musicals, the
collaboration of so many artists, either performing
or creative, builds a whole more powerful than the
sum of its parts: an artistic mutualism, if you will.
Furthermore, the audience suspends disbelief of the
non-diegetic singing, dancing and chorus work, and
that suspension yields musical theatre’s unsurpassed
communicative layers.
Rhymer: I write and compose in a style somewhat
reminiscent of the ‘art songs’ of the turn of the
century—atmospheric stories and songs set to music,
text and poetry. In this style—which I call salon—
words, music and ideas are equally privileged.
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I have always loved the subtle and persuasive power
of words. However, before words there was music. It
was in fact our first language, for it speaks directly
to our nervous system. Music conveys an emotional
intelligence that words themselves just can’t express.
I love words and I love music. But what I love most
is the interplay between them. It is here where true
theatrical power is unleashed.
Slabe: I’ve chosen to create musical theatre because
it allows all the arts to come together to tell a
story. As much as I love plays, the expressive power
of music and dance just can’t be beat. I also think
musical theatre is one of the most collaborative art
forms around and I love the thrill of seeing what
directors, choreographers, designers, actors and
musicians bring to the table.
Christenson: I originally trained in music but
then I shifted my focus to theatre. When I started
directing, I found that I approached the play with a
strong emphasis on rhythm. I started working with
musicians on the very first production I directed.
I tended to have very strong ideas about the music
and I remember working with one composer, a
friend, who said to me “Why don’t you try doing this
yourself, see how it goes?” Since then, I’ve composed
the music for all the productions I’ve created.
At first, I used [music] more as underscoring.
Gradually, the rhythms of the text became directly
related to the rhythms of the music. I became
interested in exploring ways of moving fluidly back
and forth between spoken and sung text. At first,
there were no full-blown musical numbers. It was
more about short phrases that would be sung.
Gradually, this evolved into songs. At a certain
point other people started categorizing the work
as “musical”. I don’t think of myself as a “musical
theatre person”. I don’t create the work I do because
of any ambition to write musicals and I don’t define
what I do as “musical theatre”. I do find, however,
that my productions require performers who are very
strong singers, movers and actors.

Act II—When you’re composing, what
comes first?
Sigurdson: “Generally, the contract,” quips Charley
Kringas in Merrily We Roll Along. Ha-ha. So many
people are involved in creating a musical beyond the
expected librettist, lyricist and composer. The first
participants may be the producer and the actors, for
whom an idea expands into a show. In fact, I have
written my most successful songs for voices I know,
but always with story and lyrics mostly in place first.
[With] era and style in mind, I compose music to
suit the lyrics, which subsequently may need to be
juggled or replaced. Sometimes my song idea is so far

from that of my fellow collaborators that I must start
again with a new tune to the same lyrics.
Christenson: Often my starting place is visual—
images of characters, even if I don’t know yet who
they are. Sometimes it’s a story or a structure I’m
interested in. Sometimes fragments of music or a
lyric. The only consistency is that whichever element
I start with always inspires my thinking in all the other
areas. In my mind, all elements evolve side by side.
Rhymer: It varies from one project to the next.
However, regardless of what entry point I use to
arrive at my subject matter, my first concern is always
melody. I believe the success of any musical is in the
appeal of its music. A book or libretto, regardless of
how clever it may be, is sorely diminished without
it. Melody is my prime building block. It informs
every decision I make. With melody securely in place,
everything else unfolds naturally—the book, lyrics,
even intellectual ideas.

EXTRAS...
Listen to samples of each
composer’s work online at
theatrealberta.com/all-stages

or scan this code with your
smart phone.

Slabe: In tackling a new show, I think a lot about
the question, “What makes this particular story
sing? What is it about the characters that requires a
heightened mode of expression?” I also like having
a strong structure or form for the piece as this
forces you to be clear in your storytelling. Since it
generally takes longer to sing text than to speak it,
musicals need to be more economical in their use of
language. However, there’s an entire other mode of
communication that is expressed through the music
and you have to allow room for that.
When it comes to songs, I generally start with a lyric
or a part of a lyric, which is then set to music. The
music might then feed back and make changes to the
lyric or suggest where the song might go emotionally.
So both lyrics and music evolve together.

Act III—What’s the state of new
musical theatre creation in Alberta?
Slabe: I’m thrilled that there’s been a lot of interest
in performing and creating new musicals here in
Alberta. A few years ago, we would get maybe two or
three productions of established musicals a year here
in Calgary but, this season, we’ll have at least that
many brand new musicals! Theatre Calgary, Alberta
Theatre Projects, Lunchbox, Downstage, Ghost River
and, of course, Forte have all produced new Canadian
musicals in the last couple of years so I think the
future looks good. I would say that there’s a lack of
training opportunities for writers who are interested
in learning how to create musicals. If I have a
criticism, I’d say some of our educational institutions
and people within the theatre and granting
communities have the misconception that musical
theatre is somehow “commercial” and therefore falls

Ryan Reid in Catalyst
Theatre's Hunchback.
Photo credit: Layla Hyde, foto source
Fort McMurray

story continues on page 9
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outside their purview. Thankfully, many of our theatre
companies and the public at large are embracing
musical theatre and I definitely see a great future for
this amazing art form!
Sigurdson: Excellent musical theatre creation can
be an expensive undertaking, what with all of those
collaborating virtuosi. Thus, producing a new musical
at a smaller theatre is a labour of love. I have had
the good fortune to compose three new musicals in
Edmonton over the past seven years. The process
is fast, but the productions are exuberant and have
moments of brilliance about them. For such Albertan
efforts to find more success, we need funding for
their creation and [workshopping], with the promise
of cast recordings and publication. Until musicals
become a priority of granting agencies or until it’s
more worthwhile for backers to invest, we shall
have to revel in the few shows we do create: our
contribution to a small but mighty canon of Canadian
musical theatre.
Christenson: Alberta’s still a pretty small province
and the numbers of opportunities to produce or
perform in musicals are limited. So it seems to me
that it’s hard for people with those skill sets to stay
in the province. There’s also no training program for
writing musicals and only very limited opportunities
to train as a musical theatre performer. So I don’t
think we have an ecology that’s really fostering the
development of musical theatre as an art form in this
province. Much of the work that’s being created is
happening in an independent, ad hoc way.
I believe the potential for innovation lies in individual
imaginations. There’s undoubtedly been a resurgence
of interest in musical theatre and it seems to be going
hand in hand with a desire to re-think the form and
challenge conventions. I think that’s healthy.

La-Z-Boy and Ghost River Theatre’s boundary-pushing
live video musical Reverie, just to name a few.
Call it what you will—“High Performance”, “Salon”,
“Dance Theatre”—the point is Alberta composers are
busy defining what the new musical will look like.
And I like what I see—and hear!

(l to r) Adam Schlinker, Tory Doctor, Selina Wong, Roberta
Mauer Phillips and Eric Wigston in a promotional still for Forte
Musical Theatre Guild’s Jeremy de Bergerac, by Joe Slabe.
Photo credit: Kristian Jones

Rhymer: I would say excellent. Alberta is fast
becoming the theatrical engine of the country,
having catapulted numerous new and exciting works
onto the world stage in the last few years. As for
musical theatre, its interest and appeal has never
been greater! Every theatre in Calgary—from the big
houses to the small independents—is engaged in the
creation of new musicals. One could say Alberta is
going through a musical renaissance!
We have been given a golden opportunity to redefine
the musical for the 21st century and it looks like
we’re rising to the challenge. In the last few seasons
I have witnessed some incredible musical works—
each one a unique and vibrant fusion of text, dance
and music. I’m thinking of the intense sonic and
visual poetics of ONE from Redtoblue Performance;
Catalyst Theatre’s gothic sensation Nevermore, One
Yellow Rabbit’s provocative dance drama Gilgamesh

Jamie Konchak and Onalea Gilbertson menace Duval Lang
(playing Sigmund Freud) in David Rhymer’s Why Freud Fainted.
Photo credit: Trudie Lee Photography
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Madelaine Knight as Pinocchio
in the solution to the
“growing nose” conundrum.
Photo credit: Steven Knight

Alberta Opera creates and performs original
musical theatre for children all across the
province. Co-Artistic Director Farren Timoteo
outlines the process he and Co-AD Jeff Unger
went through in creating Pinocchio, which is
currently touring Alberta schools. –Ed.
“Does he have to turn into a real boy at the end?”
Jeff Unger asked me this question atop his balcony
last July, overlooking Edmonton’s lush River Valley in
the late afternoon.
“What does that even mean? Real boy?”
It was a pivotal moment for us. We had hit a wall.
Jeff and I had been wading through Carlo Collodi’s
The Adventures of Pinocchio for months, grasping for
anything that would lead us to a new and unique
musical adaptation. However, moments of inspiration
had been few and far between. While we were
certain that we wanted to stay as far away from
Disney’s version as possible, the 1883 original wasn’t
providing us with the narrative stimulation we had
been hoping for. The first half of Collodi’s classic was
published as a serial between 1881 and 1883. The
latter portion was created a little later as a kind of
apology for the first half’s darker themes. The result
is a novel that feels thematically uncertain and
disconnected from one moment to the next.
That afternoon we finally started asking ourselves
the right questions: What story was he trying to tell?
What story do we want to tell? Where do our interests
meet and what is the emotional journey?
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Traditionally, adaptations of Pinocchio are steeped
in themes that address the father-son relationship
between Geppetto and his creation. We decided to
elaborate on this relationship, giving Geppetto a son
who had abandoned him for the love of a woman.
We felt this abandonment contributed to Geppetto’s
yearning for companionship. This decision also laid
the foundation for the emotional core of the play,
around which all other elements would revolve. Once
the floodgates had been opened, the story began to
perpetuate itself.
Sticking closely to the source material’s Italian
roots we started fashioning scenes from some of
our favourite moments in the novel, in no particular
order. We mixed and matched details, reorganized
episodes and trimmed the fat. When obstacles
presented themselves, we celebrated the opportunity
to expand our thinking.
The best example of this kind of opportunity came as
a result of trying to solve the dreaded “growing nose”
conundrum. How do you make a nose grow on stage?
And, how much effort do you put into something that
is, more or less, inconsequential to the plot? Neither
our version nor Collodi’s gravitates toward a theme
of dishonesty. We considered cutting it but feared
the negative effect of eliminating perhaps the most
iconic element of the story. At the same time, we
didn’t want to fasten some bizarre apparatus to our
actor’s face for the entire production just for the sake
of one arbitrary moment. One day Jeff had a flash
of genius. We had adapted a scene from the novel
in which Pinocchio goes to court. Jeff suggested
that perhaps Pinocchio should be subjected to a
lie-detector test of our own design: a helmet with a
balloon nose that grows when lies are told. Brilliant!
We could have as much fun with it as we wanted,
create as ridiculous a device as needed, satisfy the

The Process
audience’s desire to see something familiar—but also
stay true to our motivation to reinvent the story.
As the writing process continued, Jeff and I worked
closely together. We always do. We adapt as much
as possible through discussion before putting pen
to paper. Then, once the script and score are in
development, we discuss our independent progress
constantly, daily even. As portions of the book are
completed, musical moments become clear and Jeff is
able to experiment with them. Jeff wanted his score
to reflect not only the culture of the piece, but also
the sense of Pinocchio’s personality shift every time
we meet a new character or journey to another place.
Before long, our new play was showcasing various
musical styles, from a traditional Italian tarantella
to a Gilbert and Sullivan-inspired song sung by two
English grouper fish at the bottom of the Atlantic.
On occasion, inspiration would strike, threatening
to redirect the development of a character. In my
experience, these kinds of alterations are always for
the better. We become so entrenched in the process
that I believe it’s vital to heed these moments of
insight. We explore as many options as possible,
especially the craziest ones. I’m fondest of the
discoveries we make traversing strange paths.
Also closely involved in the writing process was our
designer, Daniela Masellis. As creators, we are keen
on inventing an original look for our productions,
rather than borrowing from existing fairy tale images.
Daniela proved to be the perfect designer for the job.
She is imaginative and enjoys finding unexpected
solutions. She observed our character creation
process closely and developed innovative costume
designs for each of the two-dozen characters, while
also embracing the reality that many costumes had
less than 30 seconds backstage to come to life.
Additionally, her set design process was given two
major challenges: it needed to represent no less than
seven settings, but would also be required to pack
into a van and set up easily for literally hundreds
of school performances. Together we decided on a
minimalist approach, opting for an impressive large
background along with several smaller pieces that
could be manipulated by the actors to form various
settings through clever transformations and implied
shapes. This kind of theatre excites me a great deal as
it engages the use of our young audiences’ vigorous
imaginations, as well as our own.

costumes to explore the full potential of each scene.
In fact, rarely have I ever been part of such a positive
and creative period.
We were relentless in our pursuit for specificity,
honesty and sheer entertainment. We did away with
any foolish preconceptions that a production intended
for young audiences could be any less excellent than
one intended for adults. We worked hard. More than
that, we laughed hard. Every day we entertained each
other with our experimentation. Jeff and I routinely
drove home with laugh-headaches. I’m a firm believer
that this sense of play translates to the final product.
It provides a sense of individuality and energy to a
production that cannot be faked.
The production debuted at the TransAlta Arts Barns
on October 27th and has since begun its tour of
elementary schools around Alberta. It continues
to evolve. The original form tightens, tiny nuances
develop, new moments of honesty and comedy emerge
and the players get stronger. It is a remarkable gift
to share the final phase of this process with young
people. They are brutally honest and hold us to a very
high standard. It is also unlikely you’ll encounter a
more gracious and rewarding audience. Observing
their heart-felt appreciation for live theatre is more
than enough to inspire us to turn around and do it
all over again.
Farren Timoteo is an Edmonton-based theatre artist and the
co-Artistic Director of Alberta Opera. Farren can next be seen
performing in Western Canada Theatre’s production of The 25th
Annual Putnam County Spelling Bee in Kamloops.

Pinocchio and Gepetto (Byron
Martin) get acquainted.
Photo credit: Steven Knight

Rehearsal began on October 10th, 2011 with our
talented cast: Byron Martin, Madelaine Knight,
Christopher Scott and pianist Erik Mortimer. For a
project as reliant on character switching and setting
development as our Pinocchio, it was vital that our
performers come ready to play. And they did. Without
hesitation, each of them dove head first into the
experimentation process, manipulating the props and
ALL STAGES
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ANNOUNCING THE INAUGURAL

Professional Musical Theatre
Training Intensive
July 1 - 10, 2012
Faculty
amy rogers (program director)
Sara Brians
andrew Byrne
Stephanie Gorin
Michael Greyeyes
Kelly robinson
Other distinguished faculty to be announced

for more information and to apply:

www.banffcentre.ca/theatre

This elite-level training intensive offers aspiring
musical theatre performers the ability to work with
top industry professionals and coaches to develop
their vocal, stage, and movement skills in a rigorous
program of daily classes, coaching, professional
development sessions, and informal performances.
Apply by April 2, 2012

Tune up!

Musical Theatre in Alberta

When your body’s your
instrument, you need to
keep it in tune!
by Julie Sinclair
If anyone can speak to the importance of keeping
in top-notch shape, it’s award-winning actor John
Ullyatt. He admits to “trying everything” over the
years to keep his voice and body healthy: potions,
concoctions and other unusual methods.
During one show, a friend gave him a crystal to put
on his head so he could sleep. Did it work? “Who
knows? I did go to sleep—it certainly didn’t hurt.”
Another fellow actor suggested drinking scotch before
a show. “Personally, I think that’s lovely,” jokes Ullyatt,
“but probably not the best advice. Alberta is so dry,
it’s important to lubricate your throat.” He finds some
relief by drinking ginger tea with honey, while a spray
of glycerine and water has become a bit of a ritual.
What about the dreaded seasonal cold? Mark Finlay, an
Edmonton pharmacist and musical theatre performer,
advises that Neti pots and saline nose sprays can be
good tools for dealing with sinus congestion, provided
they’re sanitized after use. Ullyatt has tried zinc
tablets and (the old stand-by) oil of oregano, which
“tastes so bad it takes your mind off having a cold.”
Above all else, says Ullyatt, the most important things
for staying healthy are a positive attitude and good
technique. “Good technique will get you through,
especially during long runs.”

Kim Mattice Wanat, Artistic Director of Opera Nuova,
an Edmonton-based organization that trains operatic
vocalists and musical theatre artists, agrees that
performers need to be in shape vocally and physically
all the time. “Singers need to be constantly training
between gigs to work on the coordination between
breath and resonant tone. A ballerina would never
consider taking three months off, then turn around
and immediately do a ballet.”
Edmonton voice coach David Wilson uses yoga as
part of the Body-Breath-Voice therapy he developed.
“Stretching is not only for keeping the body limber,
but also helps reduce stress. Stress can cause
the body not to absorb water. This is why yoga,
exercise and drinking water are so beneficial to each
other.” Getting adequate sleep and taking time to
decompress are vital. Wilson recommends walking,
journaling and learning new skills. “Sighing on an
exhale also reduces stress and raises alkaline levels.”
The Al and Malka Green Artists’ Health Centre at
Toronto Western Hospital, a clinic that specializes
in diagnosing and treating artists’ health concerns,
offers fee-for-service treatments as well as those
covered by Ontario's provincial insurance plan from
physiotherapists, naturopaths and psychologists, to
name a few. The clinic accepts patients from across
Canada and offers specialized workshops and classes
to the post-secondary artistic community. The centre’s
coordinator, Katherine Baldwin, is struck by the need
for the clinic’s mental health services, which makes
up 50% of visits for support for anxiety, stress and
depression.

How long do you think I can
hold these above my head?
John Ullyatt as Lumière and
Shane Carty as Cogsworth
in the Citadel Theatre’s
production of Beauty and
the Beast.
Photo credit: Trudie Lee Photography

Composer, music director and teacher Richard Link,
who was born in Medicine Hat but now teaches at
the London College of Music in the U.K., says his
study of kinesiology and somatic psychology has been
most important for him: “A complete awareness of
what we do and how we do it is invaluable to musical
theatre actors as it’s such a physical art form, but it
is the psychological exploration of where our habits,
tensions and movement choices come from that is
necessary to make true and lasting changes.”
Ullyatt recently required knee surgery to repair a
nagging injury he suffered three years ago. If you do
sustain an injury during a performance or rehearsal,
he advises you also follow up yourself with stage
management, Equity, the contracting theatre and
the appropriate insurance company to be sure the
incident was reported correctly, especially if under an
Equity contract.
Whatever your role in musical theatre, it’s vital to
take care of yourself so you can do your best on stage
and in life.

EXTRAS...
More information,
including specific health
tips and recommendations
for musical performers,
is available online at
theatrealberta.com/all-stages

or scan this code with your
smart phone.

Julie Sinclair is an Edmonton-based actor and singer.
She also plays a mean kazoo solo.
ALL STAGES

13

Q2Q

Making New
‘Memories’
Theatre Calgary designer Patrick Clark
revisits Cats
by Scott Peters,
All StageS TEchnical Editor
New Brunswick-based set and costume designer
Patrick Clark has worked in theatres and taught in
schools across North America for the past 25 years.
His designs have been seen onstage at the Stratford
Shakespeare Festival, Shaw Festival, the Guthrie
Theatre, Neptune Theatre, Soulpepper and—starting
with this season’s revamp of A Christmas Carol—
Theatre Calgary. Patrick is also the set and costume
designer for the company’s upcoming production of
Andrew Lloyd Webber’s Cats. What you won’t find
on Clark’s impressive resume is the fact that during
his many years of theatre designing, he has never
actually seen a performance of Cats.
In fact, he doesn’t even like cats.
Patrick Clark's early costume
designs for Theatre Calgary's
upcoming production of Cats.
Images courtesy of Patrick Clark

The 1981 mega-musical, based on T.S. Eliot’s Old
Possum’s Book of Practical Cats, is an iconic piece
of musical theatre. It’s the second-longest running
show on Broadway, and has either toured to or
been produced in almost every country in the world.
When Dennis Garnhum, Theatre Calgary’s Artistic
Director, wanted a more contemporary version of the
show, director Jacques Lemay suggested perhaps
reimagining the show’s cats as homeless people.
Garnhum rejected the idea—the audience is coming
to see Cats, so cats they must be. “At that point,”
Clark says, “we knew we had to work with the original
framework, and Jacques’ instincts were to go back to
what I call an homage to the classic John Napier set.”
Mining the original book for inspiration, Clark
discovered that several artists, including Edward
Gorey and Axel Scheffler, had illustrated versions of
it over the years. “But,” Clark laments, “theirs are
all more whimsical-looking cats. If you look at all
of the productions that have been done, there are
many ways to interpret the world of Cats. In a Polish
production, the cats look very much like Polish cats
with their quirky costumes and makeup; and then
they are very much Kabuki cats in the Japanese
productions. But you can only go so far in one
direction without coming back to what [is] necessity
and [what are] the expectations of the audience.”
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Where to start? “So much of it is dictated by
choreography and setting,” says Clark, “so we are
in the proverbial junk yard, but ours is more like a
junk yard in Vegas with lots of big signs with lights.
Choreography needs a lot of space, and where the
classic version [of the show takes place] mostly on
the deck, we are trying to get our cats up as high
into the set as we can, as cats usually do seek the
highest points. Our dream was to give the cats an
upper level that went from on stage all the way
around to the back of the house and then back onto
the stage again, but in reality, of course, it wasn’t
possible.”
Darn that budget and those fire regulations.
Whereas the original production was constrained by
the technology of its day, Clark has some new tricks for
old cats: “Something else that makes my set different
[from] the Napier version is [that] mine is much more
collaged. I found thousands of different reference
images and taped and glued them all together.
Everything on the set—the walls, the floor, and even
the car and the moon—is covered in this collage.”
“Designing A Christmas Carol was the first time I
really got to say, ‘Ok, let’s use every piece of modern
technology that we can on this set: projections,
automation, laser printing on scrims.’ The one
thing that is being carried over to Cats is the laser
printing.” Instead of painting the set, the collaged
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images will be laser printed onto fabrics and papers. These printed materials will
then cover not only the set, but the costume pieces as well. This way, the cast
can “disappear” into the set.
But will the cats have a new look? “Well, in one way I’m stuck with the lycra body
suit because of the physical aspects of the show. But lycra has come a long way
in the world, baby,” quips Clark. “I did the initial costume sketches, and when
I looked at them, I thought they did look similar to the originals. I want to do
something different, but then, well, there’s a human face [to deal with], and how
do I make that look like a cat?”
Apparently, there’s only so many ways to skin a... well, you know.
“There’s also an inherent 80s look to the show that’s hard to get away from,”
says Clark. “All those original cats looked like Joan Jett with their dog collars and
spiky bits.” But Clark stresses that he is still in very much in the middle of his
design process: “Some designers are anchored in what they want to do from the
very beginning, but I like to start with an idea, and come to the actors with that
[idea] as a starting point. I mean, I may find a shag rug and incorporate that.”
According to Clark, it’s the show’s climax that’s proving the biggest conceptual
design challenge: “The hardest part of the show, and the one I still haven’t solved
yet, is Grizabella’s exit [up to heaven]. Ultimately, what is cat heaven? A big cat
basket? I am thinking about a cracked mirror [made of] plexi[glass]—a roundshaped see-through thing that lights up, emits smoke and flies. I don’t want to
make it sound like Donna Summer has just arrived, but you know.”
So, what will we see when the
show opens on April 13? It’s hard
to say: “I told Jacques that I
tried to draw the set, but I can’t,”
Clark admits. “I need to build
it and create it as I go. I try to
create sets that are as flexible as
possible, because there’s always
that moment when the director
says, ‘Can this piece do this?’ Or
‘Can we have ten more feet up
stage?’ Or ‘That didn’t work the
way I thought it would.’”
In the original productions of
Cats, the license plate on the
set’s ubiquitous car read “NAP”
followed by the number of the
production (“NAP 1” appeared on
the plate in the original London
production)—John Napier’s subtle
way of placing his signature on
the set. If I were a betting man,
I’d wager on seeing a large, lit up
“Clark” sign on Theatre Calgary’s
stage this spring.
Scott Peters is All Stages’ technical
editor. He has worked in technical
theatre and theatre design for 20 years
in Alberta and beyond.

Featured titles from Canada’s largest
fully-circulating theatre library.
Theatre Alberta’s library currently holds nearly
1,000 musicals and vocal scores. We’re featuring
two homegrown titles:

The Forbidden Phoenix
Book and Lyrics By Marty Chan (Edmonton)
Lyrics and Music By Robert Walsh (Edmonton)
Inspired by Chinese opera,
The Forbidden Phoenix weaves
Chinese parables together
with the painful history of
the immigrant men who
struggled to build Canada’s
railroad in the 1800s.
Chan and Walsh create a
musical rife with lyricism
and stylized characters, a
performance brimming with
exciting acrobatics, slapstick and
martial arts.

Bash’d
By Chris Craddock and Nathan Cuckow
(Edmonton)
When Jack becomes the
victim of a gay-bashing,
Dillon sets out on an
indiscriminate rampage of
revenge. Realizing too late
that two wrongs don’t make
a right, these star-crossed
lovers die in a hail of bullets,
wrapped each other’s arms.
Condemned to wander the
earth and tell their cautionary tale forever, their
angelic personae—TBag and Feminem—have
enthralled wildly enthusiastic audiences all over
North America with the rap opera rhymes of this
tragic tale.
These titles are available to Theatre Alberta
members through our library:
theatrealberta.com/library
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Kris Demeanor as Cal Cavendish
in Buzz Job! The True Story of
Cal Cavendish.
Photo credit: David van Belle

by Kris Demeanor
In 1986 I was a pop music-obsessed
teenager watching the tribute act
Beatlemania in Calgary’s newly minted Jack
Singer Concert Hall. My strongest memory
of that hit parade of a show was nonmusical. As the Beatlemania performers
adopted their later career personas, a
bearded Paul turned to a bespectacled
John before “Come Together” and said:
“Move your microphone up a bit there,” to
which John replied, “Why don’t you come
over here and do it then, Paul?”
It was a stilted, badly acted exchange
with silly Liverpudlian accents, the only
dialogue driven “drama” in an otherwise
light-hearted musical revue, but it stuck
in my mind—an unexpected blip in a
feel-good show. Why was John being such
a dick? Why was Paul such a control freak?
Suddenly, “Come together right now, over
me” became a taunt, and from that point
on all the Beatles songs I loved were
placed on a dramatic continuum in which
young friends experience the headiness of
fame, the assured experimentation that
comes with untouchable success and the
disintegration of a union due to ego and
evolving interests. The Beatles canon
became a story. The story I imagined,
complete with fantasy dialogue and
setting, was scoring the songs.
My musical theatre credentials are intuitive,
not studied, and so as a neophyte on the
scene I often hear the trope “the song
needs do to work” or “the song needs to
serve the narrative.” Fair enough. The
song moves the action along by allowing a
character to sing something they wouldn’t
say. It introduces a character or gives
needed background. We see how this
works, and I would argue we sometimes
see how it works too clearly. Formulaic
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musicals adhering to this prescription have
the unpredictability quotient of a Robert
Bateman print or a Tim Hortons coffee.
Why not flip this relationship around,
and discover how setting, movement and
character can serve a kick-ass piece of
music? We see such a reversal in music
videos and in rock musicals like The
Wall, Tommy, even Purple Rain—artistic
marriages that are “music first”.
I’m grateful to have been part of original
collaborations exploring this music-first
notion in a live theatre context. Here’s a
few examples of this model in action:
Buzz Job! The True Story of Cal Cavendish,
co-written with David van Belle, digs up an
amazing Calgary story of airplane-related
mayhem and dashed dreams. It’s presented
in a way that first and foremost highlights
Cal’s songs by framing the show as his final
gig, the story revealed in chunks as inbetween-song banter. Rather than fitting
Cal’s songs into a written script, we did the
opposite—we chose Cal’s songs first, and
then wrote the script around them.
The process of Pete Balkwill’s This Little
Piggie: A Dustbowl Opera (a new creation
currently in progress) has thus far seen
Pete sending me and the other musicians
off on song writing missions with certain
clues regarding setting and character as
inspiration. He’s been keen to evoke a
sense of place, eschewing conventional
narrative, and has never given us too much
information, so the characters are born in
multiple ways through the writing of the
songs. In one case, a song is written that
doesn’t fit the sonic palette of the other
pieces. Instead of rejecting it, Pete amends
the story to include a character’s daughter
singing the song on a radio show two
decades in the future.

Twisted (created by Forte Musical Theatre
Guild and the Bitter Suite Society) is a
carefully woven musical journey of songs
animating twisted relationships. The songs
are not connected to each other beyond
their thematic kinship and so each song is
its own star, a revue of sorts, but more like
a live theme album.
Noise (Verb Theatre’s current creationin-process) is exploring musical common
ground between the deaf and hearing
communities. Deep vibration, loud drums,
societal noise, signed lyrics and dance will
be the lift off points for many scenes and
character development.
Look, I know a lot of people like Robert
Bateman. That’s okay. Convention will
always dominate the artistic landscape.
Its place is secure. I am attracted to
the projects I’ve described because they
don’t seek to confuse and alienate, but
to engage in a way that is unique and
multi-layered—an engagement that poses
as many questions as it answers. Music
is emotion, the physicality of rhythm. It
is the unpredictable and intangible. If it
can drive the bus in a piece of theatre
effectively, perhaps we can stop hungering
for a linear narrative, a complete picture,
resolution. Our lives are stories, but they’re
also episodes, dreams, interruptions,
delusions, laughing fits, searches.
Song, sound design, live loops,
improvisation, unimagined hybrids of
musical styles and experiments—let that
be the chicken, and the egg you drop will
be strange, but nourishing.
Kris Demeanor is a Calgary born singer/songwriter,
theatre artist and writer. He is currently producing
a series of ten videos as imagined by ten different
local artists for his band Cutest Kitten Ever, and is
also working on projects with David Rhymer (Crime
Does Not Pay) and Verb Theatre (Noise).

theatre@rocky
the journey starts here

Get fully immersed in the world of theatre with a
focus on craft and career. We want to create artists
of excellence with a foundation of faith.

“We’re here to help you tell better stories
and tell your story better.” Val Lieske & Barrett Hileman
Rocky Mountain College
4039 Brentwood Road N.W. Calgary, AB T2L 1L1 CANADA

Co-chairs

Apply now! www.rockymountaincollege.ca

For more information: theatre@rockymountaincollege.ca

George, a recent widower, and Jennie, a
recently divorced actress are reluctant to try
again after one two many disastrous blind
dates. A case of mistaken identities bring
them together in a whirlwind love affair. This
semi-autobiographical play takes on an
emotional topic with charm, intelligence and
plenty of humour. Not recommended for
children 12 and under.

The Swingin’ Sisters Club –
Starring Bridget Ryan, Beth
Portman and Kate Ryan
May 11-13

It’s a 1940s home front cabaret! The year
is 1940 and Canada’s men are off to war!
Three dames take over a radio station in
a small town on the prairies and raise the
spirits singing some of the most powerful and
memorable songs of our time. This musical
revue is a warmhearted tribute to those who
worked, entertained, and even baked pies to
keep the home front alive. And it’s just in time
for Mother’s Day!

October 11-21

This camp and creepy musical tells the tale
of a tween-aged witch who just wants to be
normal, and her twisted mother who wants her
to continue their evil lineage. What will happen
when she has to choose between her wicked
family name, and the teenage boy of her
dreams? Will she betray her mother? Will she turn
to the dark side? This magical night of music,
drag, and hilarity will leave you spellbound!

The Velveteen Rabbit – adapted
by Chris Craddock
December 7-24

This modern take on the classic tale is
back! The charming story of imagination,
transformation and growing up is sure to put
a smile on faces of all ages. Join us for some
real holiday magic.

Combination events between the
Hotel Selkirk and Capitol Theatre

An Evening of One Act Comedies DINNER AND THEATRE
July 19-29

Witness our nutty characters navigate the
gauntlet of first dates, jealous husbands, and
manipulative in-laws. Join us for an evening
of laugh out loud comedy at the Capitol
Theatre. How He Lied to Her Husband
by George Bernard Shaw. The Sequel by
Percival Wilde and Sure Thing by David Ives.

Chapter Two

March 15-18, 20, 23-25

The Swingin’ Sisters Club
May 11 - Dinner
May 13 - Mother’s Day Brunch

Evening of One Acts
July 19, 20, 24-26

Poof! The Musical

October 12, 14, 16-19 & 21

Book your tickets now! Visit www.fortedmontonpark.ca
for details or call 780-442-5311 and ask for the
Fort Edmonton Park Reception

Charitable Registration Number 10669 3039 RR0001
Publications Mail Agreement Number 40051164
Return undeliverable Canadian addresses to:
Theatre Alberta 11759 Groat Road, 3rd Floor, Edmonton AB, T5M 3K6

March 15-25

Poof! The Musical – an
original musical by Nick Green
composed by Darrin Hagen

Theatre Alberta
3rd Floor Percy Page Centre
11759 Groat Road
Edmonton AB T5M 3K6

Chapter Two by Neil Simon

Phone: 780-422-8162
Toll Free: 1-888-422-8160
Fax: 780-422-2663
theatreab@theatrealberta.com
www.theatrealberta.com

The Capitol Theatre at Fort Edmonton Park
Presents an exciting new season of theatre for 2012

