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How I’ll $pend My $ummer Vacation 


Some people buy expensive cars. Our columnist has found another way to deal with a midlife crisis.
WEB EXCLUSIVE 

By Gersh Kuntzman 
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June 6 - Hey, kids, let’s put on a show! Don’t worry, I have overdraft protection! Yes, it’s summertime and that means two things: 
1. I am going to spend the next two months producing an off-, off-, off-Broadway show that will leave me broke, exhausted, alienated from friends, and with no chits left in the favor bank. 2. I will love it. 

Some men confront their mid-life crises by purchasing BMWs. I produce off-, off-, off-Broadway shows (which cost roughly the same as the BMW, but doesn’t come with A/C). My 40th birthday last month could not have come at a worse time. Earlier in the same week, I’d received some discouraging professional news that left me at the absolute lowest point on what has already been an extended downward career trajectory. My mid-life crisis didn’t wait a respectable three or four years to kick in. So what better time than now to embark on a project that is foolish, impetuous, vain, egotistical, expensive and self-serving (for now, let’s just accentuate the positive).
I am clearly not alone. My show—“SUV: The Musical!” (co-written with Marc Dinkin)—is part of the 9th Annual New York International Fringe Festival, which presents more than 200 productions during a frenzied fortnight every August. Last week, festival organizers held their annual gathering of all participants, called The Town Hall Meeting. The room is at once filled with the kind of creative energy that can only come from artists intent on doing great work—and the pessimism that comes from needing to make sure that someone acknowledges them for it.
One of the great thrills of being involved with the Fringe Fest (as it is colloquially known) is when the festival’s Artistic Director Elena Holy asks representatives of each play to stand up and say a few words about their production. The standing up part is easy (these are show people, after all), but the diversity of artistic vision is always inspiring. For every “SUV: The Musical!” – which I described as “that classic ‘boy-meets-girl, boy-designs-really-large-SUV-for-girl, girl-leaves-boy-for-an-environmental-activist, boy-is-sentenced-to-death-for-crimes-against-humanity’ story”—there is a “Redemption,” described by its producer as a play about “an immigrant whose American-born son discovers he had been involved in the Indian communist party, which causes a conflict over his past that leads to redemption.” For every “Fleet Week: The Musical!”—“a nautical fantasia on gay themes”—there was “Half Life,” which centers around “what happens when a convicted pedophile returns to his wife and family after serving his time.” There is high art, low comedy, middlebrow drama and, of course, “Dykapalooza,” which speaks for itself.
Hearing such a broad variety of titles, genres, themes and visions was powerful. And Holy reminded us in her annual pep talk that “the Fringe is a community of artists with something to say. It could be one perfect line of text or one beautiful moment on stage. It’s hand-made. You are part of something bigger than yourself.” And she got teared up whenever she mentioned the hundreds of Fringe volunteers who work for no pay to help people like me produce their show. It was clearly time for a group hug.
Yes, I was inspired by my artistic colleagues, but producing a show quickly reveals the great dichotomy of attempting to be creative in a society that defines success by how quickly you can sell out and write a sit-com pilot for the WB. Certainly, I had written “SUV: The Musical!” to meaningfully satirize an element of American life that I find objectionable. And, of course, I naively hope that our show can change a few minds about where our country is headed. This is the “good producer” part of my creative spirit, the part of me that wants to just entertain people, maybe give them a few laughs (cheap ones, of course. I mean, who are we kidding here?), and just have fun with the whole thing. Elena Holy likes this part of me.
But there’s the other part of me, the “bad producer” who wants agents to show up at the stage door with six-figure contracts in their pockets. This is the part of me whom Elena Holy doesn’t want to encourage, the needy guy who wants to be noticed and wants people to praise for putting on a show at North America’s largest multi-arts festival.
Holy herself gives into the temptation, ticking off some of the Fringe’s “success” stories—“Urinetown,” Morgan “Super Size Me” Spurlock, “Matt & Ben” (whose authors are, indeed, working on their WB sit-com deal right now)—and I was left wondering whether success is something you’re supposed to go out and grab. Or is it like the perfect mate who comes along only when you’re not looking for her?
“If you are here to get your show ahead of any other show, you’re in the wrong place,” Holy said. But on some level, I had doubts. We are, of course, all in competition—for ticket buyers, for attention from producers, for laughs. Without competition, every creative pursuit would merely be a hobby. But hobbies are pure; ambition is not. And ambition is why comedians don’t merely want to get laughs; they want to “kill.” To be a success at anything, it has to take over your life, and the Fringe is no exception. But no one is getting paid! This is contradictory to virtually everything we are taught as Americans. If I’m good at something, shouldn’t I be getting paid for it? But if I get paid for it, doesn’t that ruin the whole thing?
Then again, all of my actors are doing it for free—which is enough to inspire even this conflicted, beaten-up, middle-aged journalist-come-off-, off-, off-Broadway producer. If he sells a few hundred tickets, that is.
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