author’s notes

   One would expect that it would be the strong preference of the author/composer of a musical play that the book and music be performed together. But in fact I have no such preference, mainly owing to my belief that the music is equally well suited, if not better suited, to a concert performance. The Narration that follows will allow for a more interesting concert performance of the music by providing an overview of the story told in the book. The Narration is not merely a condensed version of the book, however, as it contains a significant amount of background information (including insights into the personalities of important characters) that is not included in the book. The Narration is therefore recommended reading for anyone who would appreciate a more informed perspective on the book, and especially for anyone who is closely involved with staging this play with music.   

   The staging of book and music together poses a number of unusual challenges. The steel string acoustic guitar provides the structural basis for all but 2 of the 17 musical numbers. The rhythm guitar parts should be emphasized accordingly in the sound mix, and should not be rendered inaudible and irrelevant by the overlay of other instruments and voices. Another sound management issue is given by the fact that the choir sings from offstage on two of the musical numbers, and from onstage on four others. Perhaps most unusually, there are four ensemble fades (two fade-outs in the first act, and two fade-ins in the second act), all of which should be executed acoustically, and without recourse to any adjustments to amplification volume levels. 

   The most significant sound management challenge is given by the fact that a number of characters are required to play a musical instrument onstage, or at least to simulate playing a musical instrument. Three of the characters (Donny, Robert, and Gypsy Guitarist #1) play rhythm guitar arrangements onstage (Donny for 13 numbers, Robert for 6 numbers, and Gypsy Guitarist #1 for 2 numbers). All of the guitar music played by these three characters can be played from the pit by two principal guitarists. In the event that any or all of the actors portraying these three characters are going to be simulating playing, it is imperative that they work closely with the guitarists to allow for a realistic simulation. The same is true for the Dixieland instrumental parts played by the boys in the band. These parts can also be played from the pit by members of the orchestra, in the event that the actors portraying these three characters cannot play them. But the actors still need to become deeply involved with the music in order to achieve an acceptable simulation. In any case, the simulations must be realistic enough to ensure that the quality of the production is not compromised, because a poor simulation will probably ruin an otherwise successful performance.

   The gypsy camp scene (I,iii) poses unique challenges in terms of sound management and in terms of casting. The two guitar ensemble numbers require different sets of players, for a total of 19 actors, plus the two principal players (Donny and Gypsy Guitarist #1), plus a few other actors as well, all occupying a rather crowded stage. All the guitar music for these two numbers can be played from the pit by 10 guitarists (plus the two principal players), and the 19 actors can all simulate playing, again with the caveat that the simulation must be realistic. If 10 guitarists play from the orchestra pit for this scene, they should remain in the orchestra for the second act, and double up on the six guitar duets, delaying their entrance until after each duet has first been introduced by the two principal guitarists.

   If the actors playing Donny, Robert, and Gypsy Guitarist #1 are playing the guitars themselves, it might also be feasible to have the 19 actors play the two guitar ensemble arrangements themselves. Because the first ensemble arrangement (9 actors) is fairly simple, the guitar parts can be learned easily and quickly even by complete beginners. Although the second ensemble arrangement (10 actors) is a bit more challenging, the guitar parts can be learned and mastered with relative ease by beginning/intermediate level rhythm guitarists. If the actors play these two ensemble arrangements themselves, some or all of the actors in the second ensemble can join the orchestra for the second act, and double on the guitar duets, as described above. A final and least desirable alternative would be to eliminate the guitar ensembles altogether, which would require making the necessary abridgements and revisions to the dialogue (or in the case of a concert performance, to the Narration).

