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New Orleans

By D. L. Stieg

Narration 

  Our story takes place, predictably enough, in New Orleans, just before the dawn of the 20th century, in 1898. The action centers around the Gaslight Café, a small and curiously eccentric establishment that reflects the idiosyncrasies of its owner, Doc Williams, a 60 year old retired college professor and administrator. At the Gaslight Café, the only foods served are gumbo and cornbread, and thirsty patrons have a limited range of choices as well – whiskey, rye, bourbon, or water. Most of the patrons just drink water, but it is, as advertised, the coldest water in town, thanks to Doc’s custom ice water dispenser. Even though it is clearly not a profitable enterprise, the Gaslight Café is a place where people of all races and all stations in life come together amicably to converse, to listen to music, to dance, and to drink water.

   The Gaslight Café is nestled midway between two of the city’s best known districts. One block in one direction from the Gaslight is the border of the French Quarter, the city’s famous historical district, and the site of its fascinating and disaster riddled early development in the 18th and 19th centuries. One block in the other direction is the border of Storyville, the city’s famous and somewhat infamous legalized prostitution district. Storyville was established by the city government one year earlier in 1897, became a focal point of the newly developing jazz music scene, and was subsequently closed down by the federal government in 1917. The opening curtain reveals the interior of the Gaslight Café, consisting of a bar with stools, several small tables with chairs, a dance floor, and a bandstand. As the first scene begins, it is mid-afternoon, and Donny Gates, the leader of the house band, is alone on stage, sitting on the bandstand, playing his guitar.

Musical Number #1 – “High Spanish Dream”

   The first musical number is entitled “High Spanish Dream” because it calls to mind the musical tradition of the aristocratic society in Spain in the 18th and early 19th centuries. The high Spanish tradition of this period, and the aristocratic French tradition of the same period, were of great importance in the bi-cultural early history of New Orleans. A model of cultural cooperation was established early on in the city’s history, even though the political and social dominance of one tradition over the other shifted back and forth several times. This model of cultural cooperation served well in the 19th century, when New Orleans grew enormously in size and in wealth, becoming a major American city and a cosmopolitan melting pot, rivaled, at least in America, only by the great city of New York.

   Right after the musical number “High Spanish Dream” ends, Doc enters through the kitchen door behind the bar. He has been busy preparing the daily gigantic pot of gumbo and mountain of cornbread, and he has come out from the kitchen to look up a word in the unabridged dictionary he keeps atop the end of the bar, resting open on a stand and ready for use. He refers to the dictionary often, while in conversation or while reading or thinking, because of his love for words, and because of his great respect for the power of precise meanings for words. Doc leads a simple but culturally and intellectually rich life, and he has found great happiness, despite his brooding and moody nature, in the little oasis he has created in the Gaslight Café.

   After Doc has looked up the word supercilious, which by the way means arrogantly superior and condescending, he and Donny have a brief conversation, after which Doc returns to the kitchen and to his gumbo and cornbread. Donny, who is again alone on the bandstand, takes up the guitar and sings a song he has written about his love for his newfound home, the city of New Orleans.

Musical Number #2 – “New Orleans”

   Toward the end of the musical number “New Orleans”, Porter, a promising young college student and an employee at the Gaslight Café, enters quietly, so as not to interrupt Donny’s song, and begins cleaning and readying the club for opening. During the conversation that ensues between Porter and Donny, Porter reveals to the audience that the other instruments and voices that accompany Donny when he plays the guitar and sings are what he hears in his mind as he composes music spontaneously. Porter mildly admonishes his friend for making no effort to write the music down, reminding him that writing the music down is, after all, what a composer does. Donny reminds Porter that he is in fact only a former aspiring composer, and that what he does now, apart of course from his musical dreams, is no different than what the boys in the band do.

   The boys in the band are Al on the cornet (which is similar to the trumpet, but has a somewhat sweeter tone and is a little smaller), Hiram on the clarinet, and Lefty on the trombone. Together with Donny they are attempting to create a new sound based on combining fingerstyle guitar with the new jazz style of music that was becoming prevalent all over New Orleans, but especially in Storyville, where many establishments had a piano player or a house band. The rhythm part in a Dixieland jazz band was typically played on a piano, a guitar, or a banjo, but the guitar and banjo were normally strummed with a pick, which is considerably louder than playing in fingerstyle. To compensate for the difference in volume, and because it is 1898 and microphones and amplified instruments have not yet been invented, Donny has rigged up a large megaphone in front of his place on the bandstand. 

   Donny and the boys in the band fashion arrangements for songs, many of which Donny has written himself, and then improvise on those arrangements as they play the songs night after night at the club. It is a grueling six nights a week grind, and the pay is nothing to speak of, but they do it because they love it, and so do the patrons of the club, who greatly appreciate their efforts. The band is meeting this afternoon to rehearse and learn new songs, which they normally do on their one day off each week. The remainder of the first scene mainly depicts Donny and the boys trying to get the rehearsal started. They are interrupted when Doc spills the gumbo trying to read and cook at the same time, then again when the Drunken Patron wanders in, and yet again when the Iceman brings by the daily delivery of four blocks of ice.

   As the second scene of the first act begins, it is evening, and Donny is alone in the woods, sitting under a giant old oak, playing his guitar, and having another one of his musical dreams.

Musical Number #3 – “Love Is So Inviting”
   Donny is thoughtful and introspective, and he is weighing and considering a number of issues pertaining to life and love. But in truth he has become a homeless musical vagabond, a far cry from his circumstances in his former position as a professor at a music conservatory. He had come to New Orleans about a year earlier on vacation, fell in love with the city and its music, and never returned home. His sole concern has become maintaining the complete freedom he feels is required to pursue his music, and he has inadvertently become quite a ladies’ man, in part because women are very attracted to his daring and carefree artistic lifestyle. Donny is waiting under the oak for Porter, together with whom he is about to make the journey across the river to the gypsy camp, where both of the young men have love interests. Porter is weighing a number of life issues as well, especially as he is becoming increasingly infatuated with Rosalita, his gypsy girlfriend. He is about to graduate from college in pre-law, but he is very much undecided about what to do and where to go next. After a brief conversation focused mainly on Porter’s difficulties in determining the course of his future, the two set out for the gypsy camp, their mode of transportation a seemingly abandoned rowboat that Porter has discovered while taking the long solitary walks of which he is very fond.

   The third scene of the first act takes place in the gypsy camp, a tent community located in a wooded wilderness area across the river from New Orleans. A gypsy friend of Donny’s, a fellow guitarist with whom he plays music every time he visits the camp, has planned two surprises, the first of which has to do with the charts Donny leaves with him for the music they play together. He has adapted Donny’s chart methodology to devise a simple way for beginners to learn to play melodies on the guitar. Now that the word has spread around the camp about how easy it is to learn to play, practically everyone who does not already know wants to learn to play. Donny’s friend has composed a simple arrangement, set to a chord progression he and Donny have been playing together, and assembled an ensemble of 9 beginning guitarists, who lead off the next musical number, entitled “Spanish Duet”.

Musical Number #4 – “Spanish Duet” 

   The second surprise has to do with another chord progression that Donny and his gypsy friend have been playing together. Impressed by the fuller and richer sound created by three guitarists playing the same simple melodic part, his friend has experimented with the concept by applying it to the chord based rhythm music that he and Donny play. He has gathered some of the more experienced guitarists in the camp, taught his part and Donny’s part to some of them, then taught two other compatible rhythm parts to the others, and in this way created the unique guitar ensemble sound that drives the next musical number. And as an added surprise, Queen Maria, the leader of the gypsy camp, has fashioned a melody with words, in celebration of the lovely music her people are creating, and in celebration of the important celestial event taking place that very evening. It is a full moon late in June, an important moon in gypsy lore that is alternately referred to as the lover’s moon, the moon of passion and abandon, the moon of recklessness and redemption, and most simply and most tellingly, the “Crazy Moon”.

Musical Number # 5 – “Crazy Moon”
   Still another surprise awaits Donny at the beginning of the fourth and final scene of the first act. Porter is waiting for him in the street outside the Gaslight Café, where he has gathered with his singing partners for the express purpose of singing for his friend. He has told Donny that he has other interests that contribute to his indecision about his future, but he has not yet revealed to him what those interests are. He has formed a four member male quartet singing group, also known as a barbershop quartet, which was a very popular musical form in 1898 New Orleans, especially in the black community. 

   Porter’s quartet was a little more unusual than most, however, not only in terms of its unique musical style, but also in terms of its composition. He had gathered singers from various places with very different backgrounds – a middle class German national from college, a poor Italian immigrant from his neighborhood in the French Quarter, and a full-blooded Cherokee who worked in the neutral zone in the market on Canal Street. The neutral zone was a beehive of activity where the old New Orleans society and culture and the new New Orleans society and culture came together in a fascinating bilingual whirlwind that Porter loved to go and observe whenever he had the time. Porter himself was a Creole of color, an elegantly educated descendant of a very old aristocratic New Orleans family, but he was mindful of the fact that his, or perhaps even his father’s, was the last viable generation of that aristocracy. The dominance of aristocratic society in New Orleans had by then already greatly diminished, and it disappeared entirely early on in the 20th century.

   Anyway, I digress, and rather inexcusably I might add, in view of the fact that the song that Porter and his group have come to sing for Donny is a simple song with a simple message. It is a song that Porter has written, in spite of his intellectually complex and often negative leaning general persuasion, and taught to his singing partners.

Musical Number #6 – “Good News”

   Donny is very impressed with Porter’s song, which he correctly guesses is entitled “Good News”. He wants to know all about it, but Porter insists upon first introducing him to the other members of the quartet, to his sister Camille, and aspiring and talented singer, and to their mutual friend Robert, a local folksinger. Donny asks Porter if he would mind if he played his song with the boys in the band. Porter is very flattered and assents enthusiastically. Camille and Donny then persuade Robert to play and sing a song he has written about a well-known local figure named Homer Plessy.

   About six years earlier, local resident Homer Plessy was arrested in New Orleans for refusing to leave a whites-only railroad car, after revealing to the conductor that he was 1/8 black, despite his all-white appearance. He was put up to this act of civil disobedience by a committee of young black professionals, who promptly bailed him out, hired a prominent civil rights lawyer from back east to defend him, and took the case all the way to the Supreme Court of the United States. In 1896, in a case known as “Plessy versus Ferguson” (it was Judge Ferguson who made the original local criminal court ruling), the Supreme Court upheld the separate railroad car law. As a result the separate but equal doctrine, also known as the Jim Crow doctrine, became the law of the land. Sadly, it was not until the Civil Rights Act of 1964 was passed and enacted that any significant progress was made toward fulfilling the promises made in the passage of the Civil Rights Act of 1866, and in the passage of the 14th Amendment in 1868, which guaranteed, but failed to deliver, equal protection under the law to all citizens.

   In any event, Robert is either unaware of some of the details of the Homer Plessy saga, or he has taken some artistic license with the true facts of the matter. This is rather apparent in the lyrics to his song entitled “Homer Plessy”, which concludes the first act of New Orleans.

Musical Number #7 – “Homer Plessy”
   The second act of the show features five musical numbers played by the band in the club. The first scene begins with the last three numbers of a set by the band. The first number is an instrumental arrangement of what is arguably New Orleans’ most famous song – “When The Saints Go Marching In”. The arrangement concludes with an unexpected segue into the final phrases of “Turkey In The Straw”, a lighthearted play on a popular fiddle tune of the day. The second number, which like the first number exemplifies the fingerstyle guitar Dixieland band sound that Donny and the boys are developing, is a song of Donny’s called “The Blues Don’t Last Forever”. For the third number, with which the band concludes their set, they are joined by Porter’s singing group on another song of Donny’s called “Time Is Passing Me By”. Porter has fashioned the barbershop arrangement, complete with an introduction that takes a few good natured jabs at Donny’s Casanova reputation. He has sprung it as a surprise on Donny, who has agreed, against his better musical judgement, to combine the two groups and do the song together, for the first time, in performance at the club.

Musical Numbers #8,9, and 10 – “When The Saints/Turkey In The Straw”

                                                      “The Blues Don’t Last Forever”

                                                      “Time Is Passing Me By”

   Donny was understandably relieved, and also glad for his friend, to learn that his misgivings were unfounded about Porter’s ability to fashion an arrangement that would successfully merge the musical efforts of the two groups. The band congratulates Porter and his group on a job well done, and the remainder of the scene consists of various conversations among patrons and musicians, including a few long speeches by Doc, instructive as always, if not a bit laborious, and including a few pointed barbs from Carla, the sharp witted waitress at the Gaslight Café, who has, to her sometime regret, fallen for Donny, who meanwhile still doesn’t have much of a clue about what he’s doing with his life, or why he’s doing it.

   The second scene of the second act is set back at the oak, in the daytime, where Porter, Al, Hiram, and Robert have come to take the rowboat out for a brief fishing expedition. Donny has come along too, but he has decided not to go fishing, of which he has never been particularly fond, preferring instead to stay behind and wait for the others to return. As soon as the others leave, Donny sits under the oak and plays the song “Confused About You”, which expresses some of the ideas and feelings with which he has been concerning himself of late.

Musical Number #11 – “Confused About You”

   Some of Donny’s music is unique sounding and quite unlike the music of his day. Apart from keeping himself open to the influence of musical ideas of all persuasions and from all sources, he has developed some new and interesting sounds by tuning the strings of the guitar to different notes. Sometimes the use of these alternate tunings leads to the discovery of a new and interesting chord, or an interesting sequence of notes, that can then become the basis of an entire song. For the last number, for example, the unusual and accidentally discovered chord with which the alternate tuning guitar arrangement begins, together with a few simple variations of that chord, inspired and set the tone for the entire song. For the next number, entitled “D 5th Fantasy” and also played in an alternate tuning, Donny has taken a few simple musical ideas and overlaid, at least in his imagination, an energetic string orchestra arrangement, to create a sound quite unlike the sound he and the boys are developing at the Gaslight Café.

Musical Number #12 – “D 5th Fantasy”

   We return to the club for the third scene of the second act, and it is Camille’s night to shine. She has written a song entitled “Two-Timer”, and Donny has agreed to have her and Robert come in and perform the song with the band. And as an added surprise (for some unknown reason, everyone is evidently always eager to surprise Donny in this show), Camille reveals to Donny that she and Robert are prepared to join the band for Donny’s song “Homeless Blues”, and that she would like to sing the song, provided he is willing to allow her to do so. Donny figures that Camille can probably sing the song better than he can anyway, especially since the melody is in a more comfortable range for her than for him, so he readily agrees. He also reasons that since the beat for the two songs is about the same, and since the keys for the two songs are closely related, they can segue right from one song into the other. He makes the necessary arrangements with Robert and Camille, and with the boys in the band, and they start off the next set with these two songs, the professional singing debut of Camille Poitier.

Musical Numbers #13 and 14 – “Two-Timer”

                                                     “Homeless Blues”

   In this show full of surprises, there is yet another surprise, but this one of a decidedly less cheerful nature. Donny has been killed in a tragic accident that ensued from a confrontation between Porter and the owner of the rowboat they had been borrowing. Porter blames himself, because he had recklessly decided to take the boat out one last time, even after Donny had informed him that the owner was aware that the boat was being used, and was upset about it. Camille is also distraught, as it is revealed that she had fallen in love with Donny, despite her brother’s insistence that there be no romantic involvement between them, which in fact there had not been, but only because Donny had given Porter his word that it would be so. Robert understands the degree to which his two friends have been affected by Donny’s death, and he is doing his best to be a source of comfort and strength for both of them. The varying points of view of these three characters are all expressed in the following musical number, which begins the fourth and final scene of the second act. It is entitled "Dirge : Trialogue” because of its dirge like quality, and because its unusual construction allows for the simultaneous expression of all three points of view, since each character sings an independent melody with its own set of words.

Musical Number #15 – “Dirge : Trialogue”

   Porter and the others are waiting in the street in front of the Gaslight for Donny’s funeral procession to come by. New Orleans style funerals, complete with lively renditions of upbeat songs like “When The Saints Go Marching In”, became widely popularized late in the 19th century, coincident with the development of jazz music. Jazz funerals, as these celebrations have come to be called, remain an important feature of the fabric of life in New Orleans even today. Somewhat lesser known is the fact that the happy music that is typically associated with jazz funerals is normally played and sung by the parading mourners on the way back from the cemetery, and the fact that slower dirge like music is normally played and sung on the way to the cemetery. An exception has been made in Donny’s case, however, because those closest to him have requested that they bring him by the Gaslight one last time, so they can salute him and his memory in music in the place that he loved so well.

   In the choral arrangement of “When The Saints Go Marching In” that follows, the boys in the band pay tribute to Donny by playing the arrangement they fashioned together with him on the second verse, while the choir hums along. The tenors and sopranos take the melody for the first and third verses respectively, and the basses take the melody for the fourth and final verse. During the last verse the three other voices sing a contrasting original setting of lyrics that are normally associated with a lesser known dirge like verse of the song. The contrasting three part arrangement then joins the basses in concluding the number with two lines of lyrics added by the composer, which are as follows : “All God’s children get to march right in. All God’s children gonna march in when the saints go marching in.”

Musical Number #16 – “When The Saints Go Marching In”
   The show’s finale is a reprise of “Good News”, Porter’s song that Donny was so impressed by and taken with. Donny had in fact worked up the song with the boys in the band, and they were about ready to debut the song in performance at the club, when Donny met his untimely end. Donny had also taught Robert how to play the song in fingerstyle, much to Robert’s amazement, since he expected that it would be much more difficult than it turned out to be to learn this new and decidedly different style of play. And so, fittingly enough, Robert and the boys in the band start off the finale, and are then joined by the others, in a spirited and heartfelt musical tribute to Donny Gates, the recently departed and dearly beloved bandleader at the Gaslight Café, in the fabled and indomitable city of New Orleans.

Musical Number #17 – “Good News”

