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Photo courtesy New York Musical Theatre Festival Calgary composer and playwright Joe Slabe accepts the Theatre for American
Musical Prize for Crossing Swords from New York Musical Theatre Festival executive director Isaac Hurwitz Sunday night in New
York. Slabe’s musical, which premièred in Calgary at the Joyce Doolittle Theatre in the Pumphouse in 2012 (as Jeremy de
Bergerac), won five awards and received two honourable mentions.

 

 

Broadway musicals used to have out-of-town tryouts in places like New Haven, or Philadelphia, or
Boston — some place far enough away that a producer could put a show up on its feet and see how it
flew before bringing it down to New York.

Who knew that in 2013, the out-of-town tryout venue of choice for the next buzzed-about great
American musical would be the Joyce Doolittle Theatre, the small space in the Pumphouse.

Believe it.

That’s because Crossing Swords, Joe Slabe and the Forte Musical Guild’s homegrown musical, swept
five awards (and two honourable mentions) Sunday night at the New York Musical Theatre Festival,
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including the big one, the Theatre for American Musical Prize.

The show — which debuted in Calgary in 2012 as Jeremy de Bergerac — won for Outstanding Writing
(Slabe), Direction (Igor Goldin), Musical Direction (Micah Young), Outstanding Individual Performances
(Steven Hauck) in addition to the big one, which went to Slabe for his music, book and lyrics. (Onalea
Gilbertson also won one for Outstanding Individual Performance in David Rhymer and Blake Brooker’s
Mata Hari in 8 Bullets, which was also a NYMTF hit).

“It’s pretty awesome,” said Slabe Tuesday.

What did the New York critics say about Crossing Swords?

Here’s Zachary Stewart, from theatremania.com: “There is something awe-inspiring about the economy
of this show, with only three musicians and five actors to produce such complex music ... and they do it
perfectly while sword-fighting. Under the sure-footed direction of Igor Goldin, the show never loses
focus, nor does the sense of time and place ever become jumbled — a remarkable feat considering the
fact that so many of the scenes are also overlapping. This is theatre for the Windows generation.

“Beyond the serious drama, Crossing Swords is also very funny and unabashedly theatrical in its
contrivances, which is a lot of fun to watch. At the performance I attended, some high school age kids
practically jumped out of their seats at some of the pivotal moments of the play. If you can get an
audience to become that invested in your story, anything is possible.”

Tuesday, Slabe found himself talking to people about what comes next for Crossing Swords.

“Today has been kind of a whirlwind of meetings,” he said. “There are commercial producers interested,
there are non-profit theatres interested — we’re talking about what the next steps are and what it’s
going to look like, so will it be a regional production, or will it be an off-Broadway production?”

The truth is, there’s no surefire recipe for how to produce a hit musical. Sometimes — as in the case of
The Drowsy Chaperone — they start out as a birthday party in the back of the Rivoli on Queen Street in
Toronto.

Other times — as in the case of Shrek the Musical — they start out big, expensive, full of pedigree —
and don’t do so hot, mainly because they get rushed into production.

Slabe, who previously brought Austentatious to the New York Musical Theatre Festival about five years
back, was just taking in all the possibilities Tuesday.

“You hear what people have to say,” he says. “It’s all a little overwhelming — because you know, I’ve
never gotten this far with a show before.

“There’s great arguments for going to a not-for-profit, there’s great arguments for doing to a regional
outside of New York first, and there’s also great arguments for building on the momentum we have, and
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doing it off-Broadway.

“And there’s different costs associated with each one,” he adds, “and so then your producer brain has
to kick in.”

Luckily, Slabe has enlisted the help of some experienced New York theatre hands to help steer the
show to its next production.

“I have a really great general manager that I’m working with who knows the business really well,” he
adds, “so I’m not on my own — I have a really great team that helped do the show, and then a great
team that’s helping us move forward with it.”

Slabe says the Jeremy de Bergerac that Calgary audiences saw in 2012 was essentially the Crossing
Swords that New York audiences loved in 2013.

“The heart and soul of the show was very similar,” he says.

“What we applied was (we) made some very clear choices about the characters and their
relationships,” he adds.

“I thought in the Calgary show that as a writer, I wanted to leave things up to people’s imagination, to
what happens after all this transpired.

“What I’ve learned is that audiences want you to make a choice and to have a satisfying journey, they
want to know what happens to these characters.

“So we made a lot of choices that way. There’s a couple new songs. We changed the framing of the
story a little bit, in terms of the scenes in and out of the show, but it was mostly polishing — the vast
majority of the show would be very similar to what people saw in Calgary.”

It looks as if both Calgary-based musicals have legs, as Rhymer also reports that he’s been
approached by a number of producers about remounting 8 Bullets in New York and elsewhere in the
U.S.

And just when the Pumphouse Theatres became the new launching pad for the next hit Broadway
musical, Sage Theatre is leaving it.

The popular, critically-acclaimed — fresh off winning three 2013 Calgary Critics Awards — company is
moving downtown in 2013-14, taking up residence at the Vertigo Studio Theatre.

To celebrate the move, they’re bringing back Hedwig and the Angry Inch (Nov. 8-17), one of their most
popular shows. That will be followed by Michel and Ti-Jean (May 1-10), which features, among its
characters, Jack Kerouac. The season concludes with the Ignite Festival for Emerging Artists (June
5-7).
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Photo courtesy New York Musical Theatre Festival Calgary composer and playwright Joe Slabe accepts the Theatre for
American Musical Prize for Crossing Swords from New York Musical Theatre Festival executive director Isaac Hurwitz Sunday
night in New York. Slabe’s musical, which premièred in Calgary at the Joyce Doolittle Theatre in the Pumphouse in 2012 (as
Jeremy de Bergerac), won five awards and received two honourable mentions.

 

shunt@calgaryherald.com

twitter.com/halfstep

© Copyright (c) The Calgary Herald
 

  

Calgary musical wins big at New York Musical Theatre Festival http://www.calgaryherald.com/story_print.html?id=8733328&s...

4 of 4 13-08-12 10:33 AM


