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Aug. 12, 2005 - The script revisions have been completed, the songs have been retooled, the lines have been rehearsed, forgotten and re-rehearsed. And the buzz about “SUV: The Musical,” my puckish satire of contemporary American mores, has actually begun to build.
So how come I’m so panic stricken? Welcome to the crazy, mixed-up, overcaffeinated world of producing a show at the New York International Fringe Festival.
More than 200 Fringe shows have nearly completed their mad, four-week dash to this weekend’s opening night—all hoping to be the next “Urinetown,” a fabled Fringe production that made its world premiere in a basement, and, within a few years, was winning Tony Awards on Broadway.
Will this year’s “Urinetown” be “Shakedown Street,” a noirish murder mystery set in 1940s San Francisco; “Beautiful,” a jazzy musical that looks like “Rent” (only a lot sexier); “Swimming Upstream,” a smart sex-ed spoof featuring sperm cells that look like U.N. peacekeepers, or even the hilarious Russ Meyer parody “Go-Go Kitty, GO!”? (My money is on “SUV: The Musical,” but that’s only because so much of my money has actually been spent on “SUV: The Musical.”)
I asked Kevin Bartlett, one of the festival organizers, how a producer can position his play toward “Urinetown”-esque greatness. “You can’t even try,” he said, suggesting that if you’re creating art for money or fame, you’re doing it for the wrong reason. “You just have to put it out there and hope people like it,” he said.
The latter is easy. How could people not like a riotous spoof of America’s obsession with the big automobile—complete with an evil SUV designer, a double-dealing Saudi sheik, two randy crash-test dummies, a Ritalin-taking teenager and a woman in a burqa doing a striptease?
The former—putting it out there—is the tricky part. Producing a Fringe show is a four-week roller-coaster where typical days proceed like this:
7-8 a.m.: Wake up. Suffer mild panic attack because you only have 18 hours left in your day and you have 26 hours’ worth of things to do. Start the day by putting toy SUVs, cast albums and press releases into a dozen gift bags to be later delivered to members of the press and would-be producers. As a member of the press myself, I’ve found that most of my colleagues simply don’t open the mail unless they think there’s something other than paper in the bag. Even a 30-cent plastic truck will get a jaded journalist excited.
8-9 a.m.: Send out blind e-mails to theater reviewers, feature writers and entertainment editors to get them to write up our show. Be periodically interrupted by a request from one member of the cast to alter the time of tonight’s rehearsal. Suffer mild panic attack after rescheduling the rehearsal only to have two other cast members complain that it no longer suits them.
9-10 a.m.: Head out in search of a mannequin because the director doesn’t think a newspaper-stuffed jumpsuit properly approximates the “look” of a crash-test dummy. Suffer severe panic attack when you discover that it costs $400 to rent a mannequin for the run of the festival and $300 to buy a mannequin—two unpalatable options. (We settled on a used mannequin for $100—$20 per performance on a prop seen for all of three minutes.)
10-11 a.m.: Walk around with a shopping cart filled with the gift bags for various off-Broadway producers whose work you admire (or, better said, whose work indicates that they might admire you). Suffer mild panic attack as you walk around the city realizing that everyone in this city is selling something, from the Naked Cowboy playing guitar in Times Square to that would-be model in the midriff-baring shirt to the guys at the production office where you’re dropping off your insignificant little bags to the workers hanging a building-sized advertisement for the new reality show to the guy wheat-pasting flyers for his rock band on the abandoned building to the two women handing out postcards for the People’s Improve Theater to the glass-walled “Good Morning America” booth to the sidewalk hawker selling the daily paper. Everyone wants a minute of your time. Everyone wants to tell you why his particular product is the one for you. Everyone wants to be the next “Urinetown” or “Sex, Lies and Videotape.” Everyone deludes himself into believing that the only difference between his product and those prior successes is merely a matter of getting “the word out.”
Noon-8 p.m.: Work eight hours at your infuriating day job. This allows you to pay for the production, of course, but the mind-numbing monotony only widens the gap between the work you want to do and the work that someone will actually pay you to do. Suffer mild panic attack about this repeatedly throughout the day.
8-11 p.m.: Rehearsal. This is actually supposed to be the fun part of being part of a Fringe show, but rehearsal rooms are cramped, sweaty and hot—and the work of staging a show actually bears little resemblance to the flashy, exciting product you’ll see on stage (I promise!). A 10-minute scene could take six hours to block, plus a few more hours devoted to working out such details of how a single prop—say a piece of "evidence" in our climactic courtroom scene—seamlessly gets from one actor to another and then winds up on top of the judge’s bench. Suffer many mild panic attacks throughout the night because you can’t remember your lines.
11 p.m.-midnight: Head to the all-night Kinko’s to rewrite parts of the script that don’t “work” now that you’ve seen them in rehearsal. Suffer mild panic attack as you realize that a very funny scene in which a lawyer antagonistically cross-examines himself has to be cut because the show is running too long. Spend several hundred dollars printing out new scripts for the cast.
Midnight-1 a.m.: Build and repair props. This includes “borrowing” your daughter’s toy dump truck, bolting it onto a pedestal and spray-painting it gold to serve as the fictional trophy awarded to mega-SUV designer Dick Johnson by Leviathan Magazine. Suffer mild panic attack as you realize that you are not a designer, not a carpenter, not even an unskilled laborer.
So, am I exhausted, excited and more than a little bit nervous for Saturday’s opening? Yes. So will all this work make “SUV: The Musical” the next “Urinetown”? Wrong question.
Gersh Kuntzman is a reporter at The New York Post. Check out the “SUV: The Musical” Web site at www.suvthemusical.com

